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INTRODUCTION 

 

 After the end of what would eventually be known as the First World War, the Russian, 

Ottoman, Austro-Hungarian, and German empires rapidly collapsed along with the legitimacy of 

their governmental and social structures. The same institutions that served to stabilize society 

became the subject of public dissension and open contention. In the wake of these empires arose 

many nation-states with electoral democracies and almost universal suffrage. Within these new 

political systems, old pre-war institutions were modernized, if not entirely created anew. As 

political power changed, so too did the approach to governing and policing the state.  

 During these years of instability, two aspects of bureaucratic institutions significantly 

impacted the everyday lives of individuals across Europe: documenting and policing individuals. 

As the writer Stefan Zweig succinctly stated in his reflections of Europe before the outbreak of 

World War One, nothing symbolized the socio-political changes more than movement control 

via documentation and policing. “Indeed, nothing makes us more sensible of the immense 

relapse into which the world fell after the Frist World War than the restrictions on man’s 

freedom of movement and diminution of his civil rights. Before 1914 the earth belonged to all. 

People went where they wished and stayed as long as they pleased.”1  Here, in Zweig’s 

autobiography, Die Welt von Gestern — Erinnerungen eines Europäers, published in 1944, his 

nostalgia for the prewar period might have led him to hyperbole. This exaggeration conveys the 

                                                
1 Stefan Zweig, The World of Yesterday:  An Autobiography (London: Cassel and Company), 1964. Here p. 409-
410. See also: Stefan Zweig, Die Welt von Gestern: Erinnerungen Eines Europäers (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer 
Taschenbuch Verlag, 1976), 294.  “In der Tat: nichts vielleicht macht den ungeheuren Rückfall sinnlicher, in den die 
Welt seit dem Ersten Weltkrieg geraten ist, als die Einschränkung der persönlichen Bewegungsfreiheit des 
Menschen und die Verminderung seiner Freiheitsrechte. Vor 1914 hatte die Erde allen Menschen gehört. Jeder ging, 
wohin er wollte und blieb, solange er wollte.”  
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degree to which those of Zweig’s generation longed to return to the cosmopolitanism of the Belle 

Époque or the half-century of almost unrestricted freedom of movement.  

 While not new, the practices of documenting and policing individuals, who sought to 

travel or not, became a hallmark of the post-WWI period. Zweig further recalled the differences 

regarding individual freedoms before and after the war,  

There were no permits, no visas, and it always gives me pleasure to astonish the young by 
telling them that before 1914 I traveled from Europe to India and to America without a 
passport and without ever having seen one. One embarked and alighted without 
questioning or being questioned, one did not have to fill out a single one of the many 
papers which are required today.2   
 

The first, and initially the most visible sign of times changing, began with the requirements of 

the individual before travel, i.e., the documentation, the visas, permits, and passports. As Zweig 

continues, his progression indicates the escalation from documentation to policing order to 

restrict individual freedom further. “The frontiers which, with their customs officers, police and 

militia, have become wire barriers thanks to the pathological suspicion of everybody against 

everybody else, were nothing but symbolic lines which one crossed with as little thought as one 

crosses the Meridian of Greenwich.”3  Although documentation and policing go hand-in-hand as 

law and law enforcement, the impact of documentation affected the individual before he or she 

even attempted to go anywhere. Then, the effects of the questioning and harassment of law 

enforcement in heteronomous forms at any given border only exacerbated the effect of state 

control over individuals.  

                                                
2 Zweig, The World of Yesterday, 410. See also: Zweig, Die Welt von Gestern - Erinnerungen eines Europäers, 294. 
Es gab keine Erlaubnisse, keine Verstattungen, und ich ergötze mich immer wieder neu an dem Staunen junger 
Menschen, sobald ich ihnen erzähle, daß ich vor 1914 nach Indien und Amerika reiste, ohne einen Paß zu besitzen 
oder überhaupt je gesehen zu haben. Man stieg ein und stieg aus, ohne zu fragen und gefragt zu werden, man hatte 
nicht ein einziges von den hundert Papieren auszufüllen, die heute abgefordert werden. 
3 Zweig, The World of Yesterday, 410. See also: Zweig, Die Welt von Gestern - Erinnerungen eines Europäers, 295. 
Es gab keine Permits, keine Visen, keine Belästigungen; dieselben Grenzen, die heute von Zollbeamten, Polizei, 
Gendarmerieposten dank des pathologischen Mißtrauens aller gegen alle in einen Drahtverhau verwandelt sind, 
bedeuteten nichts als symbolische Linien, die man ebenso sorglos überschritt wie den Meridian in Greenwich. 
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 Any survey of Europe after the First World War will indicate the tumult of political 

representation, the precariousness of everyday life, and the cultural artifacts that captured these 

realities of the time. It is the aim of this study to narrow in on one author, a close friend and 

contemporary of Stefan Zweig’s, Joseph Roth and his nonfiction prose, in order to investigate his 

persistent preoccupation with state limitations to individual freedom after World War I. Unlike 

Zweig’s broad view of these issues in his autobiography, Roth, who was born in a Shtetl outside 

of Lemberg and continuously traversed and surveyed Europe while writing for Austrian, 

German, Czech, Polish, Jewish, and French daily newspapers until his death in Paris in 1939, 

commented on various states’ attempts to document and police individuals. 

  This study focuses on Roth’s nonfiction prose to investigate his persistent observation 

and analysis of documenting and policing individuals. What is more, it also responds to the fact 

that the entirety of Roth’s nonfiction has seldom been the sole subject of academic inquiry. 

While exile literature (1933-1945) has seen a rise in scholarship since the 1970s, the journalism 

produced by writers in exile has only more recently been taken up,4 which might be due to the 

genre itself, falling somewhere between “reportage and fiction,”5 or perhaps the esteemed 

literary careers of the authors have overshadowed their lesser-known essays, reports, and 

feuilletons in the scholarship. Regardless, turning to the dated and itemized nonfiction of these 

authors can offer unique insights into distinct periods of time.  

 Except for the attention paid to Paul De Man’s Wartime Journalism 1939-1943,6 German 

literary scholarship has only consistently taken up the variations of journalistic nonfiction in the 

                                                
4 See Elke, Rautenstrauch, Berlin im Feuilleton der Weimarer Republik: Zur Kulturkritik in den Kurzessays von 
Joseph Roth, Bernard von Brentano und Siegfried Kracauer (Bielefeld: Transcript, 2016). 
5 See Leon I. Yudkin, “Joseph Roth (1894-1939): Between Reportage and Fiction,” Revue Européenne Des Études 
Hébraïques 16 (2011): 127–148. 
6 See Paul De Man, Wartime Journalism, 1939-1943, ed. Werner Hamacher, Neil Hertz, and Thomas Keenan 
(Lincoln: U of Nebraska, 1988) and the critical response thereof, Werner Hamacher and Thomas Keenan, 
eds., Responses: On Paul De Man's Wartime Journalism. (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1989). 
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early 2000s.7  As for Roth in particular, who wrote over 1,300 poems, feuilletons, reports, and 

essays for the preeminent journalistic organs, many scholars critically evaluate only a subsection 

of his work, which is often based on time period, genre, and only occasionally on topic.8 

Furthermore, there is no historical or historical-critical edition of Roth’s works. This study is 

                                                
7 See Rautenstrauch, Berlin im Feuilleton der Weimarer Republik, 26. For monographs published after 2000, see: 
Sabine Speck, Textsorten und Textsortenvarianten im Kulturteil der Tageszeitung "Der Tagesspiegel" und der 
Wochenzeitung "Die Zeit" (Berlin: Weidler Buchverlag, 2016); Klaus Bellin, Bankett für Dichter: Feuilletons zur 
Literatur (Berlin: Verlag für Berlin-Brandenburg, 2015); Sucker, Juliane Sucker, "Sehnsucht nach dem 
Kurfürstendamm": Gabriele Tergit - Literatur und Journalismus in der Weimarer Republik und im Exil (Würzburg: 
Königshausen & Neumann, 2015); Frances Mossop, Mapping Berlin: Representations of Space in the Weimar 
Feuilleton (Oxford, New York: Peter Lang, 2015); Dariusz Komorowski, Ein Intellektueller im Narrenhabitus: Carl 
Albert Looslis Publizistik in der nationalen Identitätsdebatte der Schweiz um 1900 (Würzburg: Königshausen & 
Neumann, 2014); Tobias Eberwein, Literarischer Journalismus: Theorie, Traditionen, Gegenwart (Köln: von 
Halem, 2013); Christian Preischl, Georg Forster, Johann Gottfried Seume, Alexander von Humboldt: Vertreter der 
authentischen Reportage (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2013); Vanessa Rusch, "Ich hatte einen poetischen Anlauf 
genommen" –  erzählliterarische Aspekte in Theodor Fontanes journalistischem und feuilletonistischem Werk 
(Hamburg: Kovač, 2013); Simone Wichor, Zwischen Literatur und Journalismus: die Reportagen und Feuilletons 
von Annemarie Schwarzenbach (Bielefeld: Aisthesis-Verlag, 2013); Eduard Pötzl, Großstadtbilder: Reportagen und 
Feuilletons, Wien um 1900 (Wien: Löcker, 2012); Ulrike Robeck, Egon Erwin Kisch auf der "Vaterland": ein 
Versuch zum Verständnis der Heizer-Reportage (Oberhausen: Athena, 2011); Daniela Ihl, Egon Erwin Kischs 
Reportagebuch "Landung in Australien": eine historisch-literarische Studie. (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2010); 
Caterina Kostenzer, Die literarische Reportage: über eine hybride Form zwischen Journalismus und Literatur 
(Innsbruck: StudienVerlag, 2009); Marcus M. Payk, Der Geist der Demokratie: intellektuelle Orientierungsversuche 
im Feuilleton der frühen Bundesrepublik: Karl Korn und Peter de Mendelssohn (München: Oldenbourg, 2008); 
Dorota Tomczuk, Das Paradigma des Lebens im feuilletonistischen Werk Victor Auburtins und Alfred Polgars 
(Lublin: Wydawn KUL, 2008); Barbara Wildenhahn, Feuilleton zwischen den Kriegen: die Form der Kritik und ihre 
Theorie (Paderborn: Fink, 2008); Martina Lauster, Sketches of the Nineteenth Century: European Journalism and its 
Physiologies, 1830 – 50 (Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007); Cristina Priotto, Fortsetzung folgt: Feuilleton-
Romane in der "Frankfurter (Allgemeinen) Zeitung" im 20. Jahrhundert (Marburg: Tectum, 2007); Christina Prüver, 
Willy Haas und das Feuilleton der Tageszeitung "Die Welt" (Würzburg: Königshausen & Neumann, 2007); 
Dominic Boyer, Spirit and System: Media, Intellectuals, and the Dialectic in Modern German Culture (Chicago: U 
of Chicago, 2005); Brigitte von Schönfels, Das "Erlebte ist immer das Selbsterlebte": das Reisefeuilleton in 
deutschen Zeitungen zwischen der Revolution von 1848 und der Reichseinigung (Bremen: Éditions Lumière, 2005); 
Meret Forster, Reflexe kultureller Modernisierung: Ernst Kreneks Radikalismus der Mitte und der Einfluss von Karl 
Kraus 1928 – 1938 (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2004); Petra Weber, "Nichts Ist Passiert, Aber Wir Müssen 
Berichten": Das Journalistische Berufsbild in Der Deutschen Literatur Von 1945 Bis 1995 (Würzburg: 
Königshausen & Neumann, 2004); Elfriede Brüning, Zeit-Besichtigung: Feuilletons und Reportagen aus 7 
Jahrzehnten [1926 - 2002] (Wilhelmshorst: Märkischer Verlag, 2003); Helmut Stalder, Siegfried Kracauer: das 
journalistische Werk in der "Frankfurter Zeitung" 1921 – 1933 (Würzburg: Königshausen & Neumann, 2003); 
André Hirt, L' universel reportage et sa magie noire: Karl Kraus, le journal et la philosophie (Paris: Éditions Kimé, 
2002); Erich Strassner, Journalistische Texte (Tübingen: Niemeyer, 2000); Karin Ceballos Betancur, Egon Erwin 
Kisch in Mexiko: die Reportage als Literaturform im Exil (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2000); Christian Jäger 
and Erhard Schütz, Städtebilder zwischen Literatur und Journalismus: Wien, Berlin und das Feuilleton der 
Weimarer Republik (Wiesbaden: DUV, 1999); Hildegard Kernmayer, Judentum im Wiener Feuilleton (1848 - 
1903): exemplarische Untersuchungen zum literarästhetischen und politischen Diskurs der Moderne (Tübingen: 
Niemeyer, 1998). 
8 For the most recent article on Roth’s journalism see: Deborah Holmes, “Joseph Roth’s Feuilleton Journalism as 
Social History in Vienna, 1919-20,” Austrian History Yearbook 48 (2017): 255-266. 
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predominantly based on Klaus Westermann and Fritz Hackert’s six-volume edition of Roth’s 

collected works, and supplemented whenever possible with Jan Bürger’s critical anthology of 

Roth’s travel reportage from Ukraine and Russia.  

 One literary scholar to evaluate Roth’s journalism is Helen Chambers. In her article, 

“Signs of the Times: Joseph Roth’s Weimar Journalism,” published in 2006, Chambers evaluates 

Roth’s entire nonfiction work, primarily focusing on his the 1920s.9 Most importantly, 

Chambers’s article provides illuminating stylistic insight into Roth’s nonfiction. His 

programmatic ideas for his nonfiction, which she locates in a birthday letter to his cousin, Paula 

Grübel, in 1916, consists of three wishes (ones he incidentally hopes for his cousin as well): 

“[d]rei königliche Dinge: [...] Die goldene Krone der Phantasie, den Scharlachmantel der 

Einsamkeit und das Szepter der Ironie.”10 Chambers locates Roth’s imagination in his ability to 

make strong appeals to the senses and even shift his narrative in a surreal direction. As for the 

scarlet mantle of solitariness, Chambers rightly identifies Roth’s position “as observer and 

commentator, as eyewitness, at times a flaneur, detached from the reality through which he 

moves, isolated in his sharpened consciousness of what he sees, his desire to record and reflect 

from a distance without participating.”11 Last but not least, Roth possessed the sharpest of 

ironies. Roth saw irony as “eine Form der Analyse.”12  As Chambers explicates, “[i]t is the tool 

he uses to take command of his subjects, to probe and expose the contradictions in the world 

about him. He frequently achieves this by ironic juxtaposition of discrepant phenomena or 

information or by otherwise drawing attention to mismatches between form and content, between 
                                                
9 Helen Chambers, “Signs of the Times: Joseph Roth's Weimar Journalism,” in German Novelists of the Weimar 
Republic: Intersections of Literature and Politics, ed. Karl Leydecker (Rochester, NY: Camden House, 2006), 101-
124. 
10 Joseph Roth, “An Paula Grübel,” in Briefe 1911-1939, ed. Hermann Kesten (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 
1970), 29.	
11 Chambers, “Signs of the Times: Joseph Roth's Weimar Journalism,” 110. 
12 Jospeh Roth, “Deutsches Lesebuch,” in Joseph Roth Werke 3. Das journalistische Werk 1929-1939, ed. Klaus 
Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 149-150.  Here p. 149.  
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appearance and substance, between intention and result.”13 Evidence of Roth’s gifts for 

imagination, solitariness, and irony is found in everything he wrote, regardless of genre. 

Nevertheless, he did make critical decisions on when to wield which tool and for what purpose.  

 As Dietmar Goldschnigg observed in his article “Zeit-, Ideologie- und Sprachkritik in 

Joseph Roths Essayistik,”14 Roth was known for roughly three different types of journalistic 

nonfiction:  feuilletons, reportage, and essays. At times, features of each genre coexist in a 

singular article or series. Yet, broadly speaking, Roth wrote feuilletons, the genre that reached its 

height in the Belle Époque, to give his subjective impressions of the time, whereas reportage was 

reserved mostly for reports on local, social, law court, war, and travel matters, and his turn to the 

essay emphasized a need to engage with rational, critical discourse on particular subjects.15 This 

short turn away from the feuilleton and travel reportage and towards the form of the essay is 

most notable after 1933, when Roth vehemently criticized National Socialism in the pages of 

exile newspapers.  

  While Roth knew the limits of the feuilleton to impact society,16  he also astutely 

observed the power of perception17 and consciously sought to pen narratives against the 

                                                
13 Chambers, “Signs of the Times: Joseph Roth's Weimar Journalism,” 110. 
14 Dietmar Goltschnigg, “Zeit-, Ideologie- und Sprachkritik in Joseph Roths Essayistik,” Literatur und Kritik 25 
(1990): 124–36.  
15 While the entirety of Roth’s nonfiction could fall under the “feuilletonistischen Kurzessay der Weimarer 
Republik,” especially under the broad and flexible understanding of the essay as Rautenstrauch and others have 
defined the genre, and under Bolz’s motto that the essay is “methodisch streng, aber nicht systematisch,” there are 
distinct texts in which Roth writes with a main methodological strength, namely subjectivity in the feuilleton, travel 
obersvation in reportage, and his concept of truth in the essay. See Rautenstrauch, Berlin im Feuilleton der 
Weimarer Republik, 26ff.; Norbert Bolz, “Essay,” in Literatur Lexikon. Begriffe, Realien, Methoden, vol. 13, ed. 
Volker Meid (München:  Bertelsmann Lexikon Verlag, 1992), 270.  
16 Joseph Roth, “Am Ende ist das Wort,” in Joseph Roth Werke 3. Das journalistische Werk 1929-1939, ed. Klaus 
Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 837-840. Originally published in Pariser Tageszeitung on 25/26 
December 1938. 
17 See for example: Jospeh Roth, “Einer liest Zeitung,” in Joseph Roth Werke 2. Das journalistische Werk 1924-
1928, ed. Klaus Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 531–532. 
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mainstream.18 With regards to the feuilleton, in particular, Roth fought against criticism that the 

genre was only for amusement and could not be a serious publication. Roth’s defense of the 

genre was also a defense of his journalistic heritage, as Chambers states, which was “directly 

descended from a Viennese line that includes Peter Altenberg, Karl Kraus, and Alfred Polgar”19 

and further, “gifted Jewish writers such as Hieronymus Lorm, Daniel Spitzer, and Sigmund 

Schlesinger,” who “published feuilletons on the cultural scene in the Habsburg monarchy” in 

“the most prestigious daily,”20 the Neue Freie Presse. In Roth’s opinion, the feuilleton’s 

subjective point of view stood in direct opposition to the official version of the news. This point 

of view, according to Hubert Lengauer in his article “Das Wiener Feuilleton im letzten Viertel 

des 19. Jahrhunderts,” came into existence post-1848 and promoted individual judgment and 

independent thought.21 

 The subjective perspective of the feuilleton carried over into Roth’s travel reportage. 

Alongside his personal narrative, Roth also reported from the vantage point of the “average” 

person. Aware of the political changes that had occurred every time he crossed a border to visit 

another city, he wrote on the effects those changes had on whomever he perceived to be the 

average (if not somehow marginalized) person in order to translate the political to the personal. 

As he understood it in 1921, the task of his reportage for the Berliner Börsen-Courier was to 

                                                
18 For Roth’s critique of entertainment and sports, see: Joseph Roth, “Das XIII. Berliner Sechstagerennen,” in 
Joseph Roth Werke 2. Das journalistische Werk 1924-1928, ed. Klaus Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 
1989), 331-335; Joseph Roth, “Bekehrung eines Sünders im Berliner UFA-Palast,” in Joseph Roth Werke 2. Das 
journalistische Werk 1924-1928, ed. Klaus Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 512-514; Joseph 
Roth, “Das Warenhaus und das Denkmal,” in Joseph Roth Werke 2. Das journalistische Werk 1924-1928, ed. Klaus 
Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 806-811; Joseph Roth, “Das ganz große Warenhaus,” in Joseph 
Roth Werke 3. Das journalistische Werk 1929-1939, ed. Klaus Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 
81-84. Joseph Roth, “Berliner Vergnügungsindustrie,” in Joseph Roth Werke 3. Das journalistische Werk 1929-
1939, ed. Klaus Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 211-215.  
19 Chambers, “Signs of the Times: Joseph Roth's Weimar Journalism,” 102. 
20 Chambers, “Signs of the Times: Joseph Roth's Weimar Journalism,” 103. 
21 Hubert Lengauer, “Das Wiener Feuilleton im letzten Viertel des 19. Jahrhunderts,” Lenau-Forum 9/10 (1977/78): 
60–77. 
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grasp the dynamics of the political to gain a better understanding of underlying truths. As Roth 

put it: 

Jedes Ereignis von Weltgeschichtsqualität muß ich auf das Persönliche reduzieren, um 
seine Größe zu fühlen und seine Wirkung abzuschätzen. Gewissermaßen durch den 
Filtrierapparat “Ego” rinnen lassen und von den Schlacken der Monumentalität befreien. 
Ich will sie aus dem Politischen ins Menschliche übersetzen. Aus den Bezirken, die über 
dem Strich liegen, in die Regionen unter dem Strich.22  

Again, Roth did not only defend the genres “unter dem Strich,” but he also extolled colleagues 

and predecessors he highly regarded. In the case of the Reisebericht, Roth often evoked Heinrich 

Heine, especially his Reisebilder (1826-1827), and his great artistic achievement, which was 

“eine künstlerische große Leistung und somit eine ethische.”23 Although Roth defended his 

position on the importance of art, as equal to items of necessity, “nötig wie eine Maschine, ein 

Winterrock und eine Medizin,”24 he would temporarily tone down his artistic flair in an act of 

intellectual resistance against the National Socialist barbarism.25 

 The essay housed Roth’s response to political situations, especially after 1933. Although 

it is beyond the scope of Chambers’s article, she points to the fact that “Roth shift[ed] toward the 

rational discourse of the essay in the face of growing National Socialist irrationality.”26 In 

between somber pleas to other writers to speak out against Nazism or for Jews to immediately 

leave Germany, Roth couched his clear-sightedness in less playful language similar to one of 

only two volumes of essays published during his lifetime, Juden auf Wanderschaft (1927). This 

                                                
22 Jospeh Roth, “Oberschlesien,” in Joseph Roth Werke 1. Das journalistische Werk 1915-1923, ed. Klaus 
Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 570. Originally published in Berliner Börsen-Courier on 28 
May 1921. 
23 Jospeh Roth, “Feuilleton,” in Joseph Roth Werke 1. Das journalistische Werk 1915-1923, ed. Klaus Westermann 
(Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 616-619. Here p. 617. Originally published in Berliner Börsen-Courier on 24 
July 1921. 
24 Joseph Roth, Perlefter. Fragmente und Feuilletons aus dem Berliner Nachlaß, ed. Friedemann Berger (Leipzig: 
Kiepenheuer, 1978), 247. 
25 Dietmar Goltschnigg, “Zeit-, Ideologie- und Sprachkritik in Joseph Roths Essayistik,” Literatur und Kritik 25 
(1990): 124–36.  
26 Chambers, “Signs of the Times: Joseph Roth's Weimar Journalism,” 119. 
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book of essays, The Wandering Jews, as Roth’s translator, Michael Hoffmann stated in 2000, 

“shows a side of Joseph Roth that has not yet been seen in English: the essayist, the analyst of 

contemporary life, the marshier of arguments (and to a lesser degree, of facts and figures), the 

rhetorician, the passionate, orderly, and mobile ‘argufier.’”27 Moreover, these essays are Roth’s 

attempt to dispel and correct prejudice, which can be stated as Roth’s unwavering28 political 

stance:  for the right of all of humanity to freedom and dignity.  

 Roth and Stefan Zweig were far from the only authors and journalists to express concern 

for the measures taken by bureaucrats and police units after WWI. A wide range of perspectives 

weighed in on the matter, either occasionally or as a topic of further inquiry, in both an artistic 

sense and as the subject matter for philosophy, sociology, and social critique. Given the scope of 

Roth’s commentary over the course of two decades and in response to numerous countries and 

the political changes within those years, few journalists shared Roth’s foresight. Thus, to 

contextualize Roth among his contemporaries, specific characteristics, in addition to topic, 

including style and political leanings come into consideration.  

 Roth’s highly ironic tone lends itself to comparisons with others who lamented the loss of 

individual freedoms with captivating satire and bitter polemics, namely Karl Kraus and Walter 

Mehring. Kraus, who Stefan Zweig once called “der Meister des giftigen Spotts,”29 vehemently 

criticized a vast array of subjects, especially the Viennese press, in his satirical newspaper, Die 

Fackel, between founding the paper in 1899 and working as its sole editor from 1911 until his 

death in 1936. Among Kraus’s many targets was state corruption (in both the Habsburg Empire 

                                                
27 Michael Hoffmann, “Translator’s Preface to The Wandering Jews,” in The Wandering Jews by Joseph Roth, ed. 
and trans. Michael Hoffmann (New York: Norton, 2001), xiii – xix. Here p. xiii. 
28 Chambers, “Signs of the Times: Joseph Roth's Weimar Journalism,” 104. As Chambers also notes, “Roth’s 
political shift from left to right is technical rather than substantial.” 
29 Zweig, Die Welt von Gestern - Erinnerungen eines Europäers, 127. 
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and its successor, the First Austrian Republic), including the local police corruption in Vienna 

and the morally unjust laws and rulings involving the regulation of sexual behavior. While a 

longer example of Kraus’s disdain for the police is his 1902 essay Sittlichkeit und Kriminalität,30 

a witty line from his 1908 essay, “Prozeß Veith,” sums up his general opinion of the police: “Der 

Skandal fängt an, wenn die Polizei ihm ein Ende macht.”31 Furthermore, Kraus, like Roth and 

later Sigfried Kracauer, saw how seemingly unimportant “surface-level expressions [...] provide 

unmediated access to the fundamental substance of the state of things” and the historical 

significance of the epoch.”32  

Likewise speaking out against militarism, extreme nationalism, and racism, Walter Mehring, 

the expressionist poet and playwright regularly published satirical essays in the pages of the left-

liberal weeklies, Die Weltbühne and Das Tage-Buch. For example, in the spring of 1938 after the 

National Socialist Anschluss of Austria, Mehring invoked historical irony in his essay for Das 

Neue Tage-Buch (the version published in exile).  

Für die unbefreiten Brüder hat der blutsverwandte Mime allerdings weniger brüderliche 
Gefühle gehegt: Damals war Wien noch eine Stadt des Auslandes, erst nach unzähligen 

                                                
30 Here Kraus writes: “Wessen Berufes ist, vor den Gefahren zu warnen, die die Entwicklung der merkantilen 
Meinungspresse für die allgemeine Kultur und für das Wohl der Nation heraufbeschwört, wer für die Erhaltung aller 
konservativen Gewalten gegenüber dem Einbruch einer traditionslosen Horde eintritt, wer selbst den Polizeistaat — 
und nicht nur im ästhetischen Sinne — der Etablierung einer Willkürherrschaft von der Journaille [Journalisten, 
K.B] Gnaden vorzieht, wer es gradaus bekennt, daß er auf allen Gebieten öffentlicher Erörterung schon aus 
Ressentiment die Partei der Schlechten gegen die Schlechteren ergriffen, ja zuweilen selbst die gute Sache aus 
Abscheu gegen ihre Verfechter im Stich gelassen hat: der darf hoffen, daß auch ein Bekenntnis, das manchem 
unerwartet kommen mag, als unverdächtig gewertet und als der reine Ausdruck einer Überzeugung geachtet werde.” 
Karl Kraus, “Sittlichkeit Und Kriminalität,” in Schriften, vol. 1, ed. Christian Wagenknecht (Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp, 1989), 128. 
31 Karl Kraus, “Die Chinesische Mauer,” in Schriften, vol. 2, ed. Christian Wagenknecht (Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp, 1989), 32. 
32 As translated in:  Paul Reitter, The Anti-Journalist: Karl Kraus and Jewish Self-Fashioning in Fin-De-Siècle 
Europe (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008), 75. 
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Grenz- und Paßschwierigkeiten gelangte man in das Land, so daß man sich fast als 
Ausländer vorkam, trotzdem doch die Menschen die gleiche Sprache sprachen …”33  
 

Mehring was critical of the bureaucratic procedures after the Treaty of Versailles and explains 

how both legal boundaries between two countries and a lack thereof alienated different subsets 

of a population who spoke the same language. For Mehring, these prior bureaucratic frustrations 

paled in comparison with the political ramifications of the Anschluss to the extent that Mehring’s 

tone is reminiscent of the time when Germany and Austria were two distinct countries.34  

 While similarities can be drawn stylistically with prominent satirical authors, what 

distinguishes Roth from his contemporaries is his lack of a consistent political alliance and his 

long-term inquiry and comparison of bureaucracies across Europe. While not composed in a 

single work, the breadth of Roth’s reflection about the power of bureaucratic and police officials 

leads to comparisons with the systematic works of Max Weber and Hannah Arendt, who are best 

known for their contributions towards an understanding of government administration, policy, 

and law enforcement.  

 With Max Weber, who is considered one of the founders of sociology as a discipline, 

Roth shared a deep interest in analyzing bureaucracies. Weber, whose two-volume Wirtschaft 

und Gesellschaft published in 1921-1922, explored both positive and negative aspects of 

bureaucracy stating on the one hand, that ideally, bureaucracy, consisting of the organized 

hierarchical systems necessary to maintain order and eliminate favoritism, is the most efficient, 

rational way to organize human activity. On the other hand, however, Weber understood 

bureaucracy and the police enforcement thereof as a threat to individual freedom.  

Von rein politischen Momenten wirkt in der Richtung der Bürokratisierung besonders 

                                                
33 Walter Mehring, “Die Schrenken sind gefallen,” in Das Mitternachtstagebuch: Texte Des Exils 1933-1939, ed. 
Georg Schirmers (Mannheim: persona verlag, 2013). Originally published in Das Neue Tagebuch on 16 April 1938. 
34 See Dieter Mayer, Kurt Tucholsky – Joseph Roth – Walter Mehring. Beiträge zu Politik und Kultur zwischen den 
Weltkriegen (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2010). 
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nachhaltig das steigende Bedürfnis einer an feste absolute Befriedung gewöhnten 
Gesellschaft nach Ordnung und Schutz (‘Polizei’) auf allen Gebieten. Es führt ein stetiger 
Weg von der bloß sakralen oder bloß schiedsrichterlichen Beeinflussung der Blutfehde, 
welche die Rechts-und Sicherheitsgarantie für den Einzelnen gänzlich auf die Eideshilfe- 
und Rachepflicht seiner Sippegenossen legt, zu der heutigen Stellung des Polizisten als des 
‘Stellvertreters Gottes auf Erden.’35 
  

Roth investigated underlying truths about bureaucracy through witty and ironic incidents in his 

essays. For example, Roth, like Weber, would also stylize the Catholic turn of phrase for the 

pope, “Stellvertreters Gottes auf Erden,” in reference to the police (in Roth’s case the Berlin 

traffic police) in an essay on for the Frankfurter Zeitung in 1924.36 Moreover, Roth’s 

understanding of how “die Bürokratie verbirgt ihr Wissen und Tun vor der Kritik, soweit sie 

irgend kann”37 would come into play when looking out for the Soviet Secret Police while 

traveling through Russia in 1926-1927.38 Often, Roth commented on bureaucratic tendencies by 

translating their invisible impact into a commonly understood effect, such as when he discussed 

his passport as if it were his “ball and chain,” or “Die Kugel am Bein,”39 imprisoning him in 

Austria after the war. 

 Turning to Hannah Arendt, who like Roth lived in Paris between 1933 and 1940 and also 

occasionally wrote for the Frankfurter Zeitung between 1930-1936,40 illustrates the 

                                                
35 Max Weber, Gesamtausgabe: Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft: Entstehungsgeschichte und Dokumente, eds. 
Wolfgang Schluchter et. al. (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr, 2009), 178.  
36 Joseph Roth, “Die Kanzel im Chaos,” in Joseph Roth Werke 2. Das journalistische Werk 1924-1928, ed. Klaus 
Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 242-243. Here p. 242. Originally published in the Frankfurter 
Zeitung on 12 Sept 1924.  
37 Weber, Gesamtausgabe: Wirtschaft Und Gesellschaft, 178.  
38 Joseph Roth, “Auf der Volga bis Astrakan,” Reisen in die Ukraine und nach Russland, ed. Jan Bürger (Munich: 
C.H. Beck, 2015), 49-60. Here p. 57. Originally published in the Frankfurter Zeitung on 5 October 1926. See also 
Joseph Roth, “Auf der Volga bis Astrakan,” in Joseph Roth Werke 2. Das journalistische Werk 1924-1928, ed. 
Klaus Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 601-609. Here p. 609. 
39 Jospeh Roth, “Die Kugel am Bein,” in Joseph Roth Werke 1. Das journalistische Werk 1915-1923, ed. Klaus 
Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 147. Originally published in Der Neuer Tag on 28 Sept 1919. 
40 Arendt between 1930 and 1933 was a colleague of Roth, however she only wrote a few articles for the 
Frankfurter Zeitung. See Hannah Arendt, “Augustine and Protestantismus,” in Essays in Understanding, 1930-
1954: Formation, Exile, and Totalitarianism, ed. Jerome Kohn (New York: Schocken, 1994), 24-27. Originally 
published as “Augustin und der Protestantismus” in the Frankfurter Zeitung on 4 December 1930. Hannah Arendt, 
“Søren Kirekegaard,” Essays in Understanding, 1930-1954: Formation, Exile, and Totalitarianism, ed. Jerome 
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contemporary understanding of the invisible bureaucratic methods that went hand in hand with 

bloodshed. As she first wrote in an1943 article, “We Refugees,” for the Jewish journal, 

Menorah,  

we actually live in a world in which human beings as such have ceased to exist for quite a 
while; since society has discovered discrimination as the great social weapon by which one 
may kill men without any bloodshed; since passports or birth certificates, and sometimes 
even income tax receipts, are no longer formal papers but matters of social distinction.41   
 

Here, Arendt’s succinct observation on the essentialism of an individual’s documents to testify to 

their human existence echoes one of Roth’s insights written about a former Hungarian notary, 

who ceased to exist without a passport, or as Roth phrased it: “Körperlich war der Notar 

vorhanden, staatsbürgerlich existierte er nicht. [... E]r bekam keinen Paß. Und also lebte er 

nicht.”42  With her later work, mostly published after Roth’s death in 1939, Arendt’s 

conceptualization of the power in documenting and policing individuals would become best 

known in her 1951 study, Origins of Totalitarianism, where she traces the historical elements 

that gave rise to the totalitarian regimes under Hitler and Stalin. Arendt, who relied on the 

journalist and historian Konrad Heiden and his early histories of National Socialists and Hitler in 

particular, and Roth, who wrote on both regimes, would come to some similar conclusions. In 

1926, one year after Stalin became the General Secretary of the USSR, Roth warned that the 

“Tintenterror der Bürokratie”43 ruled the Soviet administration, which foreshadowed Arendt’s 

                                                                                                                                                       
Kohn (New York: Schocken, 1994), 44-49. Originally in the Frankfurter Zeitung on 29 January 1932. In 1936, she 
(under the pseudonym “Helveticus”) reported on the trial of David Frankfurter, a young Jewish student who 
assassinated Wilhelm Gustloff (the Swiss branch leader of the German National Socialst party) for Die neue 
Weltbühne. See Hannah Arendt, “The Gustloff Trial,” in The Jewish Writings, ed. Jerome Kohn and Ron H. 
Feldman. (New York: Schocken Books, 2007), 38-41. Originally published as “Prozess Gustloff” in Die neue 
Weltbühne in 1936. 
41 Hannah Arendt, “We Refugees,” Menorah Journal, vol. 31, no. 1, 1943, 69-77. Here p. 73. 
42 Jospeh Roth, “Die Heimkehr des Imre Ziska,” in Joseph Roth Werke 1. Das journalistische Werk 1915-1923, ed. 
Klaus Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 778. Originally published in the Berliner Börsen-Courier 
on 26 March 1922. 
43 Joseph Roth, “Über die Verbürgerlichung der Russischen Revolution?” in Joseph Roth Werke 2. Das 
journalistische Werk 1924-1928, ed. Klaus Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 688-694. Here p. 
689. Originally published in the Frankfurter Zeitung in January 1927.  
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analysis that the police mobilized Soviet terror in the creation of objective enemies through the 

documentation (truthfully or otherwise) of individuals.  What is more, both Arendt and Roth 

insisted on the modernism of the Nazi regime against those that understood the barbarity of the 

times as a return to the Middle Ages.44  

 Roth’s lack of allegiance to a political party after the fall of the Austro-Hungarian 

monarchy made him a wandering skeptic. Whereas Lion Feuchtwanger, like Roth, shared early 

satirical forewarnings of Nazism in his 1920 Gespräche mit dem Ewigen Juden,45 

Feuchtwanger’s insights were not as consistent. In 1930, he thought Nazism to be a party of the 

past, which only expedited discrimination against him and his work, and later, he praised life 

under Stalin when he traveled to the Soviet Union after the show trials in 1936.46 A similar 

comparison could be made between Roth and Egon Erwin Kisch, “Der rote Reporter,”47 who was 

a member of the Kommunistische Partei Österreichs beginning in 1919—the same year that he 

and Roth began writing for Der Neue Tag. Kisch, who would become well-known for his 

Kriminalistische Reisebuch, published in 1937,48 critiqued various new police procedures he 

witnessed “undercover” at an international police convention in Zoppot, a resort town then a part 

of Danzig, in 1924. Setting up his satirical point of view, Kisch writes as if he were a criminal 

                                                
44 “Und es ist ein billiger Irrtum und ein noch billigerer Trost, wenn der und jener, im Angesicht der Greuel, die sich 
heute vor seinen Augen vollziehen, in den Ruf ausbricht: ‘Das ist ein Rückfall ins Mittelalter!’Ich glaube, dieser Ruf 
ist eine schwere Beleidigung des Mittelalters. Die Greuel unserer Tage sind keineswegs mittelalterlich! Sie erinnern 
auch nicht im entferntesten an die Greuel des Mittelalters, die gewiß nicht zu leugnen sind. Nein, meine Damen und 
Herren, die Schrecken unserer Tage sind nicht etwa ‘ein Rückfall’ - sondern viel eher authentische blutige Zeugnisse 
gegen unsere Neuzeit; vielleicht sogar ein Probe-Ausfall in die Zeiten, die noch kommen werden.” Joseph Roth, 
“Glauben und Fortschritt,” in Joseph Roth Werke 3. Das journalistische Werk 1929-1939, ed. Klaus Westermann 
(Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 691-705.  Here p. 694 Originally written as a lecture give by Roth at the De 
Gemeenschap (Bilthoven) publishing house on 6 December 1936. 
45 Lion Feuchtwanger, Gespräche mit dem Ewigen Juden (Munich: Georg Müller, 1920.)  
46 See Lion Feuchtwanger, Moskau 1937: ein Reisebericht für meine Freunde (Berlin: Aufbau-Taschenbuch-Verlag, 
1993). 
47 Marcel Reich-Ranicki, Nachprüfung: Aufsätze über deutsche Schriftsteller von Gestern (Munich: Piper, 1977), 
161.  
48 Egon Erwin Kisch, “Kriminalistische Reisebuch,” in Gesammelte Werke 6: Der rasende Reporter; Hetzjagd 
durch die Zeit; Wagnisse in aller Welt; Kriminalistisches Reisebuch, ed. Bodo Uhse (Berlin: Aufbau-Verlag, 1972). 
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pretending to attend the convention as a fellow police officer and reacts (as a criminal would) 

upon promptly receiving his travel documents. “Den auf meinen Arbeitsnamen lautenden 

Reisepaß mit Steuervermerk und Visen nach allen Nachbarstaaten erhielt ich von unserem 

Urkundenbüro in der üblichen prompten Weise und in mustergültiger Ausführung sofort 

zugestellt, wofür ich den Kollegen vom Urkundenbüro auch an dieser Stelle herzlichst danken 

möchte.”49 However, as this article demonstrates, while Kisch’s sarcasm is comparable to 

Roth’s, Kisch couches his sarcasm in a separate character. Later, when Kisch reported from 

Soviet Russia in 1925, the same year he joined Die Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands (KPD), 

his insights into the new country came across colored in his political leanings.  

 Like Kisch, other journalists also criticized the documenting and policing individuals, but 

often from a politically charged point of view and after direct altercations with the police. 

Writing in March 1927 in is self-edited journal Fanal, the successor to his banned pre-war 

publication Kain (1911- 1914), essayist and playwright Erich Mühsam explained his view on the 

state’s consolidation of power. “Die Gesellschaft hat dem Staat den Platz geräumt, die 

Vereinbarung dem Gesetz; der Schutz der Gesamtheit und das Recht der Persönlichkeit ist zu 

den Polizeibütteln und Justizschergen geflohen, - und selbst in den Koalitionen der Bedrängten, 

in den Parteien und Organisationen des Proletariats waltet keine Solidarität, sondern herrscht 

Disziplin.”50 Mühsam’s polarization between “Geist” and “Staat,” which echoes the dichotomy 

articulated by Franz Oppenheimer in his 1920 study, Der Staat,51 would soon be manifested in 

                                                
49 Egon Erwin Kisch, “Der rasende Reporter. Referat eines Verbrechers über die Polizeiausstellung,” in Gesammelte 
Werke 6: Der rasende Reporter; Hetzjagd durch die Zeit; Wagnisse in aller Welt; Kriminalistisches Reisebuch, ed. 
Bodo Uhse (Berlin: Aufbau-Verlag, 1972), 143-147. Here p. 143. 
50 Erich Mühsam, “Die Rote Hilfe,” Fanal. Anarchistische Monatsschrift. Herausgegeben von Erich Mühsam. 
Jahrgang 1-5. Okt. 1926-Aug. 1931 (Glashütten im Taunus: Verlag Detlev Auvermann, 1973), 82. 
51 Franz Oppenheimer, Der Staat (Stuttgart: Fischer, 1964). 
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more empathetic tones towards the end of the Republic when Weimar writers and intellectuals 

became increasing disillusioned and frustrated with the Republic.  

 The tendency towards anarchism, moreover, was adopted in certain situations by those 

who would not have labeled themselves as anarchists, per se, but as critics of democratic 

institutions, nation-states, or the “the times” more broadly.52 For example, in 1931 Karl Jaspers 

wrote a carefully worded critique of parliamentary democracy in his book on Die geistige 

Situation der Zeit,53 wherein he saw the danger facing Germany to be aimless violence and 

cunning brutality. Moreover, Soma Morgenstern, writing for the Frankfurter Zeitung from 

Vienna in 1930, penned two commentaries on the police as they prematurely took down election 

posters and raided coffeehouses to confiscate random newspapers.54  

 Many other journalists without strict political leanings also wrote on how bureaucratic 

institutions, including the police, limited individual freedoms during and after the Weimar 

period. Among them were Roth’s journalistic colleagues and editors, namely Stefan Großmann, 

the founder of Das Tagebuch (and later in exile Das Neue-Tagebuch); Leopold Schwarzschild 

(journalist and co-editor of  Das Tagebuch/Das Neue-Tagebuch), Konrad Heiden, who wrote for 

the Frankfurter Zeitung and Vossische Zeitung and later became the chief editor for Das Neue-

Tagebuch; Siegfried Jacobsohn, the creator of Die Schaubühne and Die Weltbühne, and Carl von 

Ossietzky (the pacifist Nobel Peace Prize winner); and Kurt Tucholsky, both of whom ran Die 

Weltbühne after Siegfried Jacobsohn. These papers and journalists were not tied to one particular 

political party, but instead, as Helmut Mörchen writes: “Das Ziel, dem sich die Mitarbeiter 

                                                
52 See Austin Harrington, German Cosmopolitan Social Thought and the Idea of the West: Voices from Weimar 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 94ff. 
53 Karl Jaspers, Die Geistige Situation der Zeit (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1999). 
54 See Soma Morgenstern, Dramen, Feuilletons, Fragmente, ed. Ingolf Schulte (Lüneburg: zu Klampen, 2000), 
273ff. 
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unterzuordnen haben, ist in Weltbühne wie Tagebuch nicht parteigebundene Indoktrination der 

Leser, sondern gesellschaftliche Aufklärung, die individuelles Denken mobilisieren soll.”55 This 

goal of these papers was to “mobilize individual thinking,” which enabled the journalists to 

publish prolifically for a variety of democratic papers.  

 A crucial critic of state bureaucracy was Kurt Tucholsky. He was well known for his anti-

bureaucratic stance after he wrote a series of three essays entitled “Die Beamtenpest,” published 

in Die Weltbühne between October 10 and November 11, 1928. Writing under one of his many 

pseudonyms, which he often used given that his contributions to Die Weltbühne ranged from 

main articles and reportage to glosses, poems, and book reviews, Tucholsky surveyed the 

increases bureaucracy across Europe. In his second column, the former writer and chief editor for 

the satirical supplement of the Berliner Tageblatt, Ulk, Tucholsky described how the 

“worldview” of the civil servant is “displaced” and moreover, how this leads him to corruption. 

Nun ist sein Weltbild verschoben: Er sieht alles, was geschieht, von der andern Seite, 
nämlich von innen und für innen, er ist der Bahnhofsvorsteher, der die Züge fahren läßt, 
damit sie fahren, nicht damit Menschen ankommen, so wie in einem deutschen 
Schlafwagen ja nicht nur die Schaffner Dienst tun, sondern auch die Fahrgäste. Nun wird 
seine Vorstellung von der Gruppe überwertig, er verachtet ganz offen die andern, die ihr 
nicht angehören, und konstruiert sich, um die Gruppe zu erhöhen, die Gruppenehre, ein 
Vokabularium, Abzeichen und andre Mittel, die Gruppe in den Mittelpunkt der 
Aufmerksamkeit zu legen. Ein Hauptmittel ist die Art seiner Arbeit. Wenn die Ämter 
Organe des Staatsorganismus sind, so ist dieser Organismus ein Monstrum mit schwerer 
Elephantiasis. Insular bilden sich die einzelnen Zweige fort, sie wuchern, niemand fragt 
danach, ob das noch nötig und nützlich für das Ganze ist. Die grauenhafte, sklavische 
Arbeitsunrast des Deutschen arbeitet, um zu arbeiten – nicht für einen Zweck.56  
 

Tucholsky, like Roth in 1919 and his column for Der Neuer Tag, “Wiener Symptome,”57 

                                                
55 Helmut Mörchen, Schriftsteller in der Massengesellschaft: zur politischen Essayistik und Publizistik Heinrich und 
Thomas Manns, Kurt Tucholskys und Ernst Jüngers während der zwanziger Jahre (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1973), 25. 
56 Kurt Tucholsky, “Die Beamtenpest (I-III),” in Gesammelte Werke 6: 1928, eds. Mary Gerold-Tucholsky and Fritz 
J. Raddatz (Reinbek bei Hamburg: Rowohlt Taschenbuch Verlag, 1975), 223-265. Here p. 247. 
57 Jospeh Roth, “Wiener Symptome,” in Joseph Roth Werke 1. Das journalistische Werk 1915-1923, ed. Klaus 
Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 30-58. Originally published in Berliner Börsen-Courier on 28 
May 1921. 
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compared the growth of bureaucracy to a disease. In distinct reference to travel documentation, 

Tucholsky writes: “Aus unerfindlichen Gründen scheint sich bei der Gewährung von Paß-Visen 

die Beamtentollheit selbst zu überschlagen; was da von allen Ländern getrieben wird, ist so 

albern wie ihre Staatsräson und so schmutzig wie die, wo das Visum eine Einnahmequelle 

darstellt, die fast immer den Tatbestand der Erpressung streift.”58  Tucholsky, unlike his 

colleague, Alfons Goldschmidt, failed to find a reason for the officials’ obsession for passports. 

Goldschmidt, however, who published his travel diaries after his first trip to Moscow at the end 

of the Russian Civil war, wrote of how “jeder Fremde muß eine Paß, eine Pròpusk haben. [...] 

Denn Rußland führt Krieg, und es geht nich an, das ungestempelte Leute im Lande sind.”59 

Although Tucholsky also touches on international tendencies in bureaucracy, he mainly focuses 

on Weimar Germany in his three essays. Referring further to Goldschmidt’s then-recent critique 

of Germany, Deutschland, heute,60 Tucholsky, like Roth, turns to statistics to voice his 

frustration with the exorbitant number of police ordinances, “die auf dem Wege der 

Parthenogenesis entstanden sind.”61 As he continues to explain, “ihre Zahl ist grotesk, sie beträgt 

eine Viertelmillion, und aufgehoben hat er sie nicht, weil alle die kleinen Wichtigmacher in Stadt 

und Land das Netz ihrer Kompetenzen so festhielten, dass kein Aal entschlüpfte.”62 After 1931, 

however, Tucholsky and his co-editing, Carl von Ossietzky, would not be able to continue to 

critique the Weimar Republic with the same force.  When Ossietzky published Walter Kreiser’s 

exposé detailing how Germany violated the Treaty of Versailles’s restrictions on re-armament in 

Die Weltbühne, both writers were tried and convicted of treason. Ossietzky was then sentenced 

to prison, first in 1931 and again by the National Socialists in 1933, who also drove Tucholsky 

                                                
58 Tucholsky, “Die Beamtenpest (II),” 248. 
59 Alfons Goldschmidt, Moskau 1920: Tagebuchhblätter (Berlin: Rowohlt, 1920), 26. 
60 Alfons Goldschmidt, Deutschland Heute (Berlin: Rowohlt, 1928). 
61 Tucholsky, “Die Beamtenpest (II),” 248. 
62 Tucholsky, “Die Beamtenpest (II),” 248. 
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into exile in Sweden where he died in 1935.63  

 
 Like Ossietzky and Tucholsky, other journalists definitively expressed their opposition to 

National Socialism. These writers, however, fall into two categories:  anti-fascists and those who 

critiqued both Communism and National Socialism. The anti-fascists were mostly those who 

were a part of the Schutzvervand deutscher Schriftsteller, which was formed in 1909 to protect 

writers from state censorship. However, after Nazis came to power in 1933, members of the 

Schutzvervand deutscher Schriftsteller fled Germany and formed the Schutzvervand deutscher 

Schriftsteller im Ausland, whose members politically supported the Kommunistische Partei 

Deutschlands and popular front coalition (Volksfront) in reaction to the National Socialists.64 

After Leopold Schwarzschild was ostracized from the Schutzvervand deutscher Schriftsteller im 

Ausland, Hans Sahl, formed Der Bund der Freie Presse und Literatur in 1937. Sahl, like Roth 

and the other members of Der Bund der Freien Presse und Literatur were outspoken anti-fascist 

and anti-Stalinist.65 On July 24th, 1937, Schwarzschild published the names of founding members 

of the Bund in Das Neue-Tagebuch, including many colleagues and friends of Roth and Sahl, 

namely, Bernard von Brentano, Alfred Döblin, Bruno Frank, Konrad Heiden, Hermann Kesten, 

Klaus Mann, and Walter Mehring.66 

 Though this study focuses on the political and social impact of documenting and policing 

individuals in Joseph Roth’s journalistic essays, this topic in fiction should not be overlooked. 

For example, Bertolt Brecht’s dialogue, Flüchtlingsgespräche, might come to mind, particularly 

the following exchange regarding the worth of the passport.  
                                                
63 See Gerhard Zwerenz, Kurt Tucholsky: Biographie eines guten Deutschen (Munich: Bertelsmann, 1979). 
64 See Ursula Langkau-Alex, Zweiter Band: Geschichte des Ausschusses zur Vorbereitung einer deutschen 
Volksfront (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2009). 
65 Dieter Schiller, “‘In bewusstem Gegensatz zu der kommunistisch-ullsteinschen Bande.’ Schwarzschilds Bund 
Freie Presse und Literatur in Paris,” in Fluchtziel Paris. Die deutschsprachige Emigration 1933–1940, ed. Anne 
Saint Sauveur-Henn (Berlin: Metropol, 2002), 215–229. Here p. 219. 
66 “Gründungsanzeige des Bundes Freie Presse und Literatur 1937,” Das Neue Tagebuch 5.30: (24 July 1937). 
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DER UNTERSETZTE  
Der Paß ist der edelste Teil von einem Menschen. Er kommt auch nicht auf so einfache 
Weise zustand wie ein Mensch. Ein Mensch kann überall zustandkommen, auf die 
leichtsinnigste Art und ohne gescheiten Grund, aber ein Paß niemals. Dafür wird er auch 
anerkannt, wenn er gut ist, während ein Mensch noch so gut sein kann und doch nicht 
anerkannt wird.  
 
DER GROSSE  
Man kann sagen, der Mensch ist nur der mechanische Halter eines Passes. Der Paß wird 
ihm in die Brusttasche gesteckt wie die Aktienpakete in das Safe gesteckt werden, das an 
und für sich keinen Wert hat, aber Wertgegenstände enthält.67 

 
While the dryness with which Brecht’s sarcasm pinpoints the truth about how the passport was 

more valuable than the human life it documented, Brecht’s dialogue play was written in the late 

1940s after this truth was lived by so many exiles, including Brecht as well.   

 Prior to Brecht, Bruno Frank’s novel, Der Reisepaß, first serialized in Das Neue-

Tagebuch and then published by Querido Verlag in 1937,68 tells the tale of Prince Ludwig’s fight 

against Nazi rule in Germany and the rescue of his former professor, Dr. Steiger, from the 

concentration camp, Ginnheim, near Frankfurt am Main. To do so, the prince must change his 

identity. With the help of the professor’s friend in Prague, Prince Ludwig poses as Karlis Peteris 

Ozols. After bribing an SA trooper at Ginnheim to free Dr. Steiger, they both flee to England. 

However, Dr. Steiger was stripped of his passport before his arrival in Ginnheim and realizes on 

a stopover in Ostende, Brussels, that he might not be able to board the ship. Luckily, however, 

Prince Ludwig and Dr. Steiger board the steamer without question (or passport for that matter) as 

part of the entourage of Prince Ludwig’s relative, Prince Victor von Bourbon-Braganza.69 

 Whereas the issue of the passport was frequently taken up in literary representations after 

1933, when the first wave of writers fled Nazi Germany, the impact of documenting and policing 

                                                
67 Bertolt Brecht, “Flüchtlingsgespräche,” in Ausgewählte Werke in sechs Bänden. Fünfter Band: Prosa (Frankfurt 
am Main: Suhrkamp, 2005), 9. 
68 Bruno Frank, Der Reisepaß (Amsterdam: Querido Verlag, 1937).	
69 See Thomas A. Kamla, “Bruno Frank's Der Reisepaβ: The Exile as an Aristocrat of Humanity,” Monatshefte 67.1 
(1975): 37-47. 
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individuals was central during already the Weimar years. Alfred Döblin’s 1929 Berlin 

Alexanderplatz is most notable.70 Not only did Doblin include the texts found in police 

institutions, such as police manuals, criminal codes, and recorded protocols, in his collage-style 

of writing, but Döblin’s narrator commented on the police as an object of discourse. In the 

chapter entitled, “Am Alexanderplatz steht das Polizeipräsidium,” the narrator explains:  

Die Wagen fahren ein. Auf einen Wagen steigen Herren und Damen ein, Kriminalbeamte, 
Kommissare und weibliche Beamte. Das ist der Wagen, auf dem nachher Franz Biberkopf 
zwischen 50 Männern und Frauen hier einfahren wird, die Engel werden ihn verlassen 
haben, sein Blick wird anders als der, mit dem er die Kaffeeklappe verließ, aber die Engel 
werden tanzen, ihr Herren und Damen, ob ihr gläubig oder ungläubig seid, es wird 
geschehen.  

 
Here, the narrator robs the police of their effective capture of Franz Biberkopf by announcing 

that Biberkopf was only vulnerable to the police’s capture because his guardian angels had left 

him. However, as Sara Hall points out in her study, The Subject Under Investigation,  

The narrator in Berlin Alexanderplatz represents the paternalistic voice of authority who 
empathizes with the subaltern and the underprivileged, but reinforces the divisions 
between them and him in the process of seeming to provide guidance. Like the institution 
of the police in the culture at large, the narrator normalizes the linguistic and social 
functions that divide the observations into true and false, actions into good or bad, and the 
world into us and them.71  
 

Following Hall’s insight based on her reading of the prologue, Döblin’s novel can be read as 

problematizing the essentialist tendency to attribute an individual’s actions as the effect of only 

one party or one position. 

 Finally, no literary analysis of the domination of bureaucracy would be complete without 

reference to Franz Kafka.  As Peter André-Alt writes in his book on Kafka, Franz Kafka. Der 

                                                
70 Alfred Döblin, Berlin Alexanderplatz: die Geschichte von Franz Biberkopf (Munich: Deutscher Taschenbuch 
Verlag, 2003).  
71 Sara F. Hall, The Subject Under Investigation: Weimar Culture and the Police, Dissertation, University of 
California, Berkley, 2000 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan, 2002). Here p. 235. 
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ewige Sohn,72 Kafka’s legal background and his work in insurance provided him with a keen 

understanding of the power of bureaucratic institutions, or as Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari 

describe in their work, Kafka. Toward a Minor Literature,73 “Kafka himself is at the border of 

the two bureaucracies: the insurance company and then the worker's insurance office where he 

works take care of the business of advanced capitalism, but they contain the archaic and already 

outmoded structure of an older capitalism and an older bureaucracy.”74 Here, Deleuze and 

Guattari take Hannah Arendt’s and Theodor Adorno’s readings of Kafka one step further in 

identifying two types of bureaucracies and their “interpenetration” in Kafka’s work: the old and 

the new. On the one hand, Arendt describes how “Austrian bureaucracy rather caused its greatest 

modern writer [Kafka, K.B.] to become the humorist and critic of the whole matter.”75 Moreover, 

Adorno, in his “Aufzeichnung zu Kafka,”76 mentions that it was Kafka who understood 

bureaucratic control as the latest iteration of disguised domination endlessly reproducing itself.77 

On the other hand, Deleuze and Guattari explain how “the new bureaucracy doesn't easily bring 

about new forms: not only do many people ‘believe’ in the old bureaucracy (the notion of belief 

in Kafka), but this bureaucracy is not a mere covering over the new one. The modern 

bureaucracy is born naturally out of the old forms which it reactivates and changes by giving 

them a completely contemporary form.”78 Deleuze and Guattari also identify how Kafka created 

bureaucratic triangulations or “a bureaucratic segment, with its sort of power, its personnel, its 

                                                
72 Peter-André Alt, Franz Kafka: Der Ewige Sohn: Eine Biographie (Munich: Beck, 2005). 
73 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, trans. Dana B. Polan and Réda Bensmaïa 
(Mineapolis: University of Minnesota, 2000). 
74 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, 75. 
75 Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, 245. 	
76 Theodor Adorno, “Aufzeichnung zu Kafka,” in Prismen: Kulturkritik und Gesellschaft (Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp, 1987). 
77 Adorno, “Aufzeichnung zu Kafka,” 273. 
78 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, 75. 



 

	 23 

clients, its machines. Or rather, there are all sorts of segments, contiguous bureaus.”79 

 Furthermore, the modern increase in bureaucracy is modeled by Kafka’s proliferation of 

these segments, and, in Der Prozess, and in Das Schloss, especially a proliferation of characters 

who act as functionaries of the justice.  They include everyone, “not only the judges, the lawyers, 

the bailiffs, the policemen, even the accused, but also the women, the little girls, Titorellie the 

painter, K himself.” 80 In reference to Kafka’s characters under or rather part and parcel of 

bureaucratic domination in Das Schloss, Arendt observes that “the plain villagers, controlled to 

the last detail by a bureaucracy, and slaves even in their thoughts to the whims of the all-

powerful officials, had long since come to realize that to be in the right or to be in the wrong was 

for them a matter of pure ‘fate’ which they could not alter.” 81 In his works, Kafka’s protagonists 

often stand “mit resignativer Passivität vor den Ordnungslabyrinthen der Bürokratie.”82 Often, 

his protagonists are the only ones to understand their situation as “monstrous” as they find 

themselves in a Sisyphean battle against numerous bureaucratic segments.  

 Although Kafka’s critique of bureaucracy across his works has been commented on, there 

is a particular bureaucratic segment that has been left out of the discussion: travel 

documentation. As John Zilcosky has pointed out touched on in his book, Kafka's Travels: 

Exoticism, Colonialism, and the Traffic of Writing, unlike “Kafka’s more evident travelers, 

Rossmann [from Der Heizer, Amerika K.B.] and K. from The Castle, Josef K. begins the novel 

[Der Prozess, K.B.] by searching for his identification papers (“Legitimationspapiere”) and, 

                                                
79 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, 56. 
80 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, 53. 
81 Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, 246.  
82 Alt, Franz Kafka: Der Ewige Sohn, 178. 
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immediately afterward, trying to figure out a confusing bureaucratic hierarchy.”83 However, it is 

not only in the beginning when the protagonists engage with their identity and travel 

documentation.84 What is more, the double-edged sword of bureaucracy appears again and again 

with each additional bureaucrat the protagonists encounter. Without the proper paperwork, 

Kafka’s protagonists run into immediate problems, however, when Karl Rossmann and Josef 

K.85 ready themselves to present “all-important” documents, the bureaucrats receiving those 

documents act as if their papers are superfluous.  For example, in Der Heizer, as soon as Karl 

Rossmann and the stoker disrupt the meeting of the port authorities, Kafka writes, 

Karl kramte aus seiner Geheimtasche, die er den Blicken dieser Leute zu zeigen keine 
Bedenken hatte, seinen Reisepaß hervor, den er statt weiterer Vorstellung geöffnet auf den 
Tisch legte. Der Oberkassier schien diesen Paß für nebensächlich zu halten, denn er 
schnippte ihn mit zwei Fingern beiseite, worauf Karl, als sei diese Formalität zur 
Zufriedenheit erledigt, den Paß wieder einsteckte.86  
 

Karl’s official introduction of himself seems at first redundant, but because it does not lead to 

any further complications, his documented double, the passport, in this case, enables Karl to 

                                                
83 John Zilcosky, Kafka's Travels: Exoticism, Colonialism, and the Traffic of Writing (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2004), 72. 
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Chicago Press, 1990). 
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“allow himself” (“‘Ich erlaube mir zu sagen,’ begann er dann”)87 to present his claim on behalf 

of the stoker.  The need for the documented version of the protagonist is epitomized in Das 

Schloss, where the plot centers on K.’s inability to receive official paper documentation first for 

his travel to and stay in the village and then for his entire visit to work as a land surveyor.88  

 Between Kafka and Brecht is where Roth’s literary oeuvre comes into play. Although 

most of the scholarship on Roth focuses on his two novels, Hiob. Roman eines einfachen Mannes 

(1930) and Radetzkymarsch (1932),89 his observations of the domination of state bureaucracy 

arise in his many other novels and novellas as well. Roth, who was stateless for a time after 

World War One and on occasion thereafter, wrote early on of the underlying truths regarding the 

domination of bureaucracy in his feuilletons, reportage, and essays. However, bureaucracy 

would not take center stage in any of Roth’s novels. In fact, Roth’s main characters attempted to 

find bureaucratic loopholes whenever possible.  

 Roth did make numerous mention of those figures who comprised the state — and those 

who did not. Describing Theodore Lohse’s fellow Berliners in his first novel, Das Spinnennetz 

(1923), he writes: 

Jeder der Generale, Majore, Hauptleute, Studenten, Journalisten, Politiker klebte an seiner 
Stelle, es beherrschte sie Angst um ihr tägliches Brot, nichts mehr, nichts weniger. 
Dazwischen trieben sich kleine Menschen herum, [...] Marineleutnants und 
Überseedeutsche, Flüchtlinge aus den besetzten Provinzen, ausgewiesene Regierungsräte, 
Prostituierte aus Koblenz, Straßenbettler aus den Rheinstädten, ungarische Offiziere, die 
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unkontrollierbare Wünsche geflüchteter Mitglieder aus Budapest brachten, von der Polizei 
Verfolgte, die falsche Pässe forderten, Redakteure, namenlose, die Geld zur Gründung 
kleiner Blätter wollten.90  
 

Later in Der Stumme Prophet (1928), it is the stateless who surround the fatherless and 

fatherland-less main character, who is only referred to by his first name, Friedrich.  

Nicht alle Emigranten besaßen die notwendigen Papiere. Also wurden sie bei ihrer 
Ankunft in den fremden Ländern zurückgewiesen. Sie blieben in Massenbaracken liegen, 
erlitten eine Desinfizierung nach der anderen und traten endlich eine lange Wanderung 
durch die Polizeigefängnisse einiger Staaten an. Für jene aber, die zahlen konnten, gab es 
an der Grenze Legitimationsfabriken. Die Wohlhabenden und Vorsichtigen versorgte ein 
Mann namens Kapturak mit falschen Dokumenten. 91  
 

Unlike every other main character, Roth refers to Friedrich only by his first name. Without a 

surname, Friedrich appears stateless in the text, but in the end, Friedrich, unlike the many 

migrants “without the necessary papers,” chooses exile in Siberia.92 Much like Friedrich, Roth 

also saw wandering not as fleeing, but as a blessing. 93  

 Later in his own chosen exile in Paris beginning in 1933, the passport played a more 

central role in Roth’s novels, especially in his 1936 novel, Beichte eines Mörders, erzählt in 

einer Nacht. Here, Roth relies on the subversion of the passport system for his plot twists in the 

end. The main character, Semjon Semjonowitsch Golubtschik, a spy of the czarist secret police, 

the Ochrana, and supposedly of royal Russian blood, poses in Paris as Prince Krapotkin by using 

a falsified passport. When the other Prince Krapotkin tries to bribe Golubtschik in order to rid 

him of impersonating papers and retrieve his identity, Golubtschik instead tries to negotiate the 
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release of a falsely accused prisoner, the entirely innocent Jew, Komrover. Prince Krapotkin, 

however, fools Golubtschik by procuring illegal passports.  

Es waren jene gestempelten, unterfertigten Paßformulare, die unsere Leute den armen 
Emigranten einzuhändigen pflegten, damit sie nach Rußland heimkehrten. Unzählige 
Menschen pflegte unsere Gesellschaft auf diese Weise den Behörden auszuliefern. Die 
armen Ahnungslosen fuhren in einer fröhlichen Sicherheit heim, mit legalen Pässen, wie es 
ihnen schien, an der Grenze aber hielt man sie zurück, und erst nach martervollen Wochen 
und Monaten kamen sie vor das Gericht und hierauf ins Zuchthaus und nach Sibirien. Die 
Unseligen hatten unsereinem, einem meinesgleichen vertraut. Die Stempel waren echt, die 
Unterschriften waren echt, die Photographien waren echt – wie sollten sie zweifeln?94 

 
After Golubtshik officially learns of his failed negotiations, the constellation of oppression 

expands to connect the suffering — the impoverished, the illegitimate, the Jews, the falsely 

accused — none of whom can help the others out. In this correlation, Roth conjures a universal 

truth coming to be known: not only are honest, genuine people susceptible to losing their 

identity, but even criminals, adept in forging passports, cannot seem commit a crime for justice. 

 As the few examples show, Roth’s power as a writer lies in the ability to humanize 

oppression in his narrative prose.95 In so doing, he teases out specifications of the oppressor 

found within the overarching discourses of antisemitism and movements toward authoritarian 

and totalitarian state power, which he first worked on in his journalistic prose. What this study 

aims to show, through careful readings of Roth’s nonfiction, insights from his contemporaries, 

and later historians of this time, is the effect of bureaucracy and policing on individuals, 

including Roth himself, between 1919 and 1939.  

 The following four chapters remap Roth’s journalism from the chaos of the First World 

War to his disillusion of exile. With each stop Roth made as he traveled across the European 
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continent, he commented either on documenting or policing individuals, or both since he often 

observed how state procedures operated together to create new distinctions in the aftermath of 

war. Thus, the first chapter begins with Roth’s reaction to the swift implementation of paper 

credentials, the effect of these state measures on the marginalized migrant population. These 

frustrations led to his conclusion that Prague and Paris were the only cities wherein bureaucracy 

posed less of a burden. The second chapter transitions to Roth close observations of the First 

Austrian Republic and the Weimar Republic, where he lived and worked as a journalist from 

1920 to 1925. Here, the chapter turns to show how Roth evaluated the police forces, especially in 

Vienna and Berlin, from the reshaping and guarding of borders on the outskirts of Vienna to the 

antisemitic tendencies found in both governments’ agencies. 

 The last two chapters follow Roth after he leaves his posts in Berlin and Paris as a 

correspondent and begins writing his travel reportage in Soviet Russia, the Balkans, Poland, 

Germany, and Italy for the Frankfurter Zeitung. As an observer of frequently changing regimes, 

Roth forewarns how the ever-present expansion of bureaucratic practices has effected individual 

freedoms. What is more, Roth’s critique homes in on the expansion of police enforcement, 

specialization, and militarization in these countries. After returning to and traveling through 

Germany, Roth focuses more and more on what he considers to be the most pressing issue for 

any writer:  the rise of National Socialism. Or as Roth directly wrote for the Pariser Tageblatt in 

December 1934: “Ein Dichter, der zum Beispiel heute gegen Hitler und gegen das Dritte Reich 

nicht kämpfte, ist gewiß ein kleiner, schwacher Mensch und wahrscheinlich auch ein wertloser 

Dichter.”96 Roth’s critique of National Socialism continued to focus on the extreme bureaucratic 

mechanisms employed by the National Socialists, most concretely, the changes to the citizenship 
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laws and the implementation of Ahnenpässe. These measures, however, became secondary to 

Roth during this time given the amount of violence and murder propagated by the National 

Socialist paramilitary groups, the Schutzstaffel, the Sturmabteilung, and the policing bodies: the 

Geheime Staatspolizei, the Ordnungspolizei, Sicherheitspolizei, and Sicherheitsdienst.  After 

observing Soviet Russia and Mussolini’s Italy, Roth wrote with urgency against National 

Socialist rule and even temporarily refrained from more in-depth criticism of the governments in 

the countries where he resided. When he was not writing against Hitler, he turned to write 

novels, reviewing other works of his colleagues in exile, and as a reaction to totalitarian regimes 

speaking out in favor of monarchism.  After the Anschluss of Austria 1938, however, Roth’s 

health, financial situation, and overall outlook worsened. Nevertheless, up until his death in May 

1939, Roth never stopped analyzing how neighboring states adopted increasingly strict 

bureaucratic procedures, particularly for those fleeing Germany and Austria for France, Belgium, 

and the Netherlands, and how these measures became a matter of life or death for an ever-

increasing number of individuals. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 ROTH’S ANALYSIS OF PERSONAL DOCUMENTATION 

 

“Eine Welt aus Papier ist erstanden” — A Short History of Personal Documentation 

 Almost a year to the date after the First World War, Joseph Roth expressed concern about 

the bureaucratic measures to document individuals.  While working for Der Neue Tag, his first 

job in journalism upon returning to Vienna from the eastern front, he reported what he saw as the 

effects of keeping written records.   “Eine Welt aus Papier ist erstanden. Eine Welt aus Personal-

und Kulturdokumenten, deren Gebiet [...] sämtliche Vergewaltigungsarten der Sprache und 

Menschlichkeit umfaßt.” 97 Far from a simple nuisance, Roth saw this world of paper as 

tyrannical, threatening, and in violation of humanity. Personaldokumente were only one part of 

the problem. As Roth continues, “Papier, Papier! Ein Papier ist die Voraussetzung deiner Geburt, 

eine Daseinsbewilligung berechtigt dich zur sogenannten ‘Existenz’, und ein Zeitungsblatt ist die 

äußerste Grenze deines Horizonts. Deine Weltanschauung ist eine Broschüre.”98 Roth was not 

criticizing the passivity of people, but rather the institutions and administrations that saw people 

only in paper form. While a piece of a newspaper might have spread information the furthest, it 

was passports and other forms of travel documentation, once implemented to protect medieval 

messengers from harassment (molestaremur) by soldiers, now engulfed everyone.99  

 Turning to the long history of individual bureaucratic identity helps to elucidate Roth’s 

searing critique of increased paper documentation after he returned from the war in 1918. As he 
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understood it, the medium of paper won a protracted battle over the centuries against other 

materials.  

Seit Jahrtausenden siegt eine armselige Papyrusstaude fast ohne Unterbrechung über alle 
Elemente. Sie besiegte Marmor, Stein, Erz, Eisen, Wachs. Aber noch war ihr Siegeslauf 
nicht vollendet. Die Menschheit vertraute ihr vieles an: Gesetze, Kriegsordnungen, 
Geheimnisse, Gefühle. Das Teuerste behielt sie ihr noch vor: das Gold. Erst im 
achtzehnten Jahrhundert begann das Papier, Gold zu ersetzen. Das war der Augenblick, da 
die Menschheit sich bedingungslos dem Papier unterwarf.100 
 

Paper not only prevailed over other mediums for the trust of humanity, but every facet of 

humanity also became subjected to paper.101 The monetary substitution of gold with paper was 

an essential steppingstone to understanding paper as legitimate, and thus for accepting a paper 

identity as the sole legal authority of an individual. Concerning the passport, the first carriers of 

passports were couriers equipped with a leather badge and employed to travel, not for 

themselves, but as messengers on behalf of a sovereign. Thus, the trajectory of identity 

documentation led to instances, according to Roth, when a person’s paperwork was viewed as 

more valid over and against their physical presence.  

 The history of the passport, as Daniel Nordman describes in his book Frontières de 

France: De l'espace au territoire: XVIe-XIXe siècle, began with ensuring the secure travel of 

goods. At first only given to couriers and merchants in the Middle Ages, the passport emerged as 

the preferred travel document eventually issued primarily to individuals and less frequently for 

the safe conduct of trade. 102 Much like a Fed-Ex tracking number, the passport originally did not 

concern itself with the ‘who’ (or even the ‘what’), but rather the conduct of travel. This 

connection between travel and identity documentation is considerably intertwined, and while the 

                                                
100 Roth, “Papier,” 159.  
101 See Lothar Müller, Weisse Magie: Die Epoche des Papiers (München: Carl Hanser Verlag, 2012). Mark 
Kurlansky, Paper: Paging Through History (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2017). 
102 As paraphrased and translated from the French by Groebner, “Describing the Person,” 20. See Daniel Nordman, 
Frontières de France: De l'espace au territoire: XVIe-XIXe siècle (Paris:  Gallimard, 1998).  
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history of passes and passports have received critical attention, “the history of compulsory 

identity documents in Europe remains largely unwritten,” as Valentin Groebner states. 103 As this 

is still the case, what can be examined are two points Roth alludes to, namely, that paper was not 

always the standard and insignia, passes, and passports preceded identity documentation. 

 Just as leather, gold, and more precious materials were the standard for money, record 

keeping and documenting travel, individuals became documented within and between territories, 

empires, kingdoms, and eventually nation-states. In John Torpey’s study The Invention of the 

Passport, the controlled regulation of identity and movement were paramount to state formation. 

As Torpey explains, historically conscription and taxation were the focus of a ruler’s effort to 

keep track of individuals and their movements.   Thus, the conventional notions of state-building, 

namely taxation and conscription, should include individual documentation by the state, which, 

in fact, was essential to both processes to ensure and enforce state functions such as monetary 

collection and military drafts.104  

 The English, French, and Russian practices of documentation exemplify the early modern 

practice of institutionalizing personhood for the sake of the power of rulers and their territory. 

From a statute in the Magna Carta in 1381 to the edicts of Louis XIV and Peter the Great in 1669 

and 1719 respectively, those under the rule of absolutist monarchs could not leave their domicile 

without a pass from their master, minister, or superior. These bureaucratic procedures were to 

ensure the state’s sustained wealth and military strength. 105 Separately, in 1548 the Prussian 

Imperial Police banned the issuing of travel passes to specific groups in the name of domestic 
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order. Beggars, vagabonds, and gypsies were denied passes, and thus, the nobility instituted 

travel documentation not only to conscript and tax, but also to control and criminalize certain 

groups.106  

 One of the significant challenges to this state control occurred during the French 

Revolution when the National Assembly completed its constitution in 1791 and attempted to 

abolish such practices against distinct subsections of the population. As Torpey explains, “the 

members of the Assembly believed they were making a major contribution to the cause of human 

freedom when they abolished passport controls on the French people, which they viewed as part 

and parcel of the arbitrary power of the ancien regime.”107 And yet, as Andreas Fahrmeir points 

out, the dialectical nature of the revolution set in motion both the modern idea of freedom of 

movement and the “first modern passport regulations [, which] obliged all travelers to carry 

state-issued official identity documents with them at all times.”108 Instead of abolishing passports 

for those wealthy enough to have them, all French citizens would be entitled to a passport.109 

Although various forms of passport regulations changed at almost a yearly rate, the French 

revolutionaries set the theoretical grounding for a liberal attitude towards travel that would reach 

its apex in the following century.  

 After the Congress of Vienna in 1815, the controls on movement slowly relaxed across 
                                                
106 Torpey, The Invention of the Passport, 18ff. 
107 Torpey, The Invention of the Passport, 29. 
108 Andreas Fahrmeir, “Governments and Forgers: Passports in Nineteeth-Century Europe,” in Documenting 
Individual Identity. The Development of State Practices in the Modern World, eds. Jane Caplan and John Torpey 
(Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2001), 218-234. Here p. 219. 
109 This in its own right was a very important distinction, as Gérard Noiriel clearly states: “And because of the 
religious character of these documents [registers of births, marriages, and deaths, K.B.], they referred only to 
Catholics: Jews had no civil status and Protestants were excluded from it until 1685. It was to remedy the problems 
caused by these exclusions that an edict of 1787 authorized non-Catholics to affirm their civil status to the local 
judge or priest. Even before the Revolution, the secularization of civil status was widely considered to be crucial to 
the order and welfare of society.” Gérard Noiriel, “The identification of the Citizen:  The Birth of Republican Civil 
Status in France,” in Documenting Individual Identity. The Development of State Practices in the Modern World, 
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Western Europe. The failed revolutions of 1848 echoed the French as the Frankfurt parliament 

proposed the unrestricted right of movement. Unfortunately, they too would not be able to 

achieve a consensus. Amidst the tumult of revolution and the threat of war, the old, mercantilist 

attitude, which regarded the population as highly valuable to maintain state power, was pitted 

against liberal ideas toward freedom of departure. However, as Torpey concludes, the more 

liberal attitude towards migration would win the day, and the technology of the railroad 

eventually outpaced the control of much travel documentation.110  

 In 1867, such technological and political developments culminated in a sweeping ban on 

all required documentation for travel across the North German Confederation.111 The tradeoff for 

this freedom of movement, however, was an insistence on an official, documented identity. 

‘Proof’ of identity could be demanded at any time if an official demanded that persons 

‘legitimate’ themselves. Ironically, one way to produce such documentation was by choosing to 

carry travel documents as a method of identification. Other acceptable forms of identification 

included work or services books, especially for those whose work required them to move about, 

“since these documents were to include their state or municipal membership, description, and 

signature.”112 The passport law of 1867 also required the issuing of passports to further this 

objective. “[T]he bill provided a legal right to a passport for any subject of the Confederation 

who wished to request one, as long as no legal grounds stood in the way.”113 Passports, once a 

sign of wealth and status, became theoretically accessible to everyone not only in France but 

across the German lands as well.  
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 However, as the state relinquished the control over movement, it intensified the policing 

of individual identity documentation. As Jane Caplan explains, while the “1867/1871 

constitutional guarantees of the right to freedom of movement and residence (Freizügigkeit)” 

were instituted, the 1867 Pass Law meant that “German nationals had to be able to prove their 

identity if required by an official, this meant that people did carry around some form of ID or 

credentials (Legitimationspapiere), and for some classes of people this might have to be a 

document issued by the local police.”114 Moreover, the abolition of passports for travel contained 

conditions, whereby even the reduced control over movement was temporary. Torpey echoes this 

point as well, stating that “the bill reserved to the presiding authority of the Confederation 

(Bundesprädsidium) the right to reinstitute passport controls temporarily in the event that ‘the 

security of the Confederation or of an individual member state, or the public order, appears 

threatened by war, internal unrest, or other developments.’”115  And although the loose 

enforcement of this law across the North German Confederation would officially remain in place 

until the close of the Second World War, the Imperial government would flex its power to 

control certain migrating populations as early as 1879.116   

 By the time the First World War broke out, these controls were reintroduced entirely, and 

remain intact today. During the war, people across the continent were not merely traveling for 

work; they were uprooted and struggled to survive. Once empires dissolved, the homes of many 

displaced persons no longer existed. At this point, identity documentation took on a new role. It 

was no longer regarded merely as a substitute for passport regulations, but rather as a way to 
                                                
114 Jane Caplan, “‘Ausweis Bitte!’ Identity ad Identification in Nazi Germany,” in Identification and Registration 
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control which populations became citizens of which nation-state.  Joseph Roth was one of many 

subjected to this control following the war. The loss of his homeland, the Austro-Hungarian 

Empire, and his fight for the idea of citizenship within a nation-state became a central focus of 

his journalistic writing.  

 

 “[Der westungarische Bauer] will seinen Erlaß in deutscher Sprache haben”  
— Roth’s Criticism of Citizenship Based on Ethnicity 

 
 In his biography of Joseph Roth, David Bronsen discusses the reoccurring myth tethered 

to Roth’s conception of his own identity: his birthplace. Explicitly in a letter to his editor Gustav 

Kiepenheuer in 1930, Roth dramatizes the issue of his place of birth, stating that there was no 

record of his birth and further mystifying the location by calling Szwaby “ein winziges Nest in 

Wolhynien.”117 Without actually finding an actual birth certificate among Roth’s literary estate, 

Bronsen interviewed Roth’s cousin Fred Grubel (formerly Frederick Grübel) to conclude that 

Roth was born in Brody.  Indeed, Roth wrote down Brody as his birthplace on all official 

documentation until 1919.  

Auf allen fünf ‘Nationalen [Stammrollen, K.B.] für ordentliche Hörer der philosophischen 
Fakultät’ ist der vollständige Name, ‘Moses Joseph Roth’, eingetragen, während als 
Staatsbürgerschaft ‘Österreich’ vermerkt ist. Geburtsort und Kronland lauten auf ‘Brody in 
Galizien’; die Muttersprache ist ‘Deutsch’, die Religion ‘mosaisch’; die Frage nach 
‘Vorname, Stand und Wohnort seines Vaters’ wird nicht beantwortet.118  
 

According to his matriculation roster, Roth was formerly a citizen of Austria, or ‘Austrian;’ 

however, his identity would become problematic following the dissolution of the dual monarchy. 

Although Roth had attended the University of Vienna, lived in Vienna before the war, fought 

two campaigns for Austria-Hungary, and worked as a journalist in Vienna for two years after the 

war, he still had trouble claiming Austrian citizenship when he applied for a passport in 1920.  
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 Roth’s difficulty obtaining Austrian citizenship was due to an antisemitic119 Austrian 

interpretation of the Treaty of Saint Germain between the years 1918 and 1920, as Margarete 

Grandner thoroughly explains in her article “Staatsbürger und Ausländer. Zum Umgang 

Österreichs mit den jüdischen Flüchtlingen nach 1918”.120 For all other nationalities, potential 

citizens were able to opt into citizenship based on language and/or race. However, this liberal 

understanding of the law was disregarded some 13 days after the commencement of the treaty. 

“Im Gegensatz zu den Plänen für das Staatsbürgerschaftsgesetz aber bestimmte die 

Vollzugsanweisung auch gleich, daß die Optanten ‘nach Rasse und Sprache zur deutschen 

Mehrheit der Bevölkerung Österreichs’ gehören mußten. Der Zweck dieser Formulierung war 

die Ausschließung der jüdischen Flüchtlinge.”121 Therefore, someone attempting to opt into 

Austrian citizenship would have to prove ties to (Deutsch)Österreich with respect to both 

language and race, which was difficult for any person from any borderlands.122  

 The pressing reason for such citizenship requirements was due to the influx of displaced 

persons from the borderlands during the war. Unlike Roth, who originally came to Vienna to 

study, many more fled the Russian-Galician borderlands or were evacuated. To be precise, “2 

million civilians in the Austro-Hungarian Empire were displaced between 1914 and 1918,” 

                                                
119 This spelling of “anti-Semitism” is used, following Hannah Arendt, because “anti-Semitism” was a catchword for 
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long essay ‘Antisemitism,’ the term ‘Semitic,’ like ‘Indo-Germanic,’ was a ‘linguistic’ term before it became an 
‘anthropological and ethnic’ one, and only in the last third of the nineteenth century was the ideological ‘catchword 
‘anti-semitic’ coined and applied ‘to Jews in general.’ The point is that there never was an ideology or movement 
called ‘Semitism,’ which makes ‘anti-Semitism’ and its cognates logical misnomers.” See Jerome Kohn, “A Note on 
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Books, 2007), xxxiii. 
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mostly from the war-torn regions of Galicia and Bukowina.123 As refugees poured into Vienna as 

early as August of 1914, only some were supported by the state.124 This is perhaps why Roth’s 

mother, Maria, came to live with her son at the outset of the war, and later why Maria’s sister, 

Rebekka, also moved in with Roth and his mother in the Wallensteinstraße apartment in 

Brigittenau, as Roth’s professor at the University of Vienna, Heinz Kindermann, reported to 

Bronsen. 125 Moreover, Kindermann confirmed what Roth’s cousin, Miguel Grübel, stated:  

“Mutter, Sohn und Tante lebten in der armseligen Wohnung in der Wallensteinstrase von der 

Flüchtlingsunterstützung und gelegentlich Aushilfen Siegmund Grübels.” 126 Siegmund, Maria 

Roth’s oldest of five Grübel brothers (Siegmund, Heinrich, Norbert, Salomon, and Willy), was a 

traveling merchant. 127 However, the Roths, with their apartment, were still slightly better off 

than the many refugees who were forced to live in crowded homeless shelters and barracks.128  

 At first, Austria-Hungary saw it as an obligation to protect and sustain its subjects, or 

‘internally’ displaced persons, who were forced to leave their homes at the beginning of the war 

due to the fighting on the eastern front. Referring to the newspaper editorials at the time, Julie 

Thorpe explains, beginning in 1914, an atmosphere of solidarity was promoted in Vienna to 

stand with those fellow countrymen displaced by the Russian invasion of Galicia and Bukowina. 
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Thorpe further cites the liberal Neue Freie Presse as exclaiming, “that ‘those who fled the perils 

of war suffer in the interests of the whole, and it is the duty of the whole to help them’. ... ‘It is 

our duty’, the newspaper continued, to show ‘the thousands of refugees [who] are without a roof’ 

that ‘all of Austria-Hungary’s citizens have a home wherever Habsburg scepters rule.’” 129 

However, as Thorpe added, the displaced person was treated in a fundamentally different way. 

“Unlike war widows, orphans and the war wounded, refugees belonged to a separate category of 

war victims: the empire did not share the refugees’ losses, and recompense for refugees was seen 

as a duty, rather than a collective act of empathy and reciprocity.”130 Unfortunately, for many, 

including Roth, duty and honor became obsolete with the dissolution of the dual monarchy.  

 After the war, these refugees from the borderlands turned into unwanted displaced 

persons,131 and almost overnight, the empire’s former “fellow citizens” became foreigners. As 

Walter Metzel explains: 

Am 29. November 1918, zweieinhalb Wochen nach der Ausrufung der Republik 
Deutschösterreich, ersuchte der Stadtrat von Wiener Neustadt das Staatsamt des Inneren 
um Erlaubnis, die in der Stadt befindlichen Flüchtlinge zwangsweise ausweisen zu dürfen. 
Als Begründung wurde angegeben: ‘... dass es sich jetzt um fremde Staatsangehörige 
handelt.’132  
 

The narrative quickly changed to include strong nationalist overtones. In fact, the new Republic 

of (German-)Austria saw the evacuation of refugees as an exercise in vain. All the effort the 

empire put into saving potential Austro-Hungarian lives now turned away from any ethnicity 

other than German-Austrians. All of the kingdoms of the empire shared in the losses of the war, 

and therefore the Republic of Austria found it unfair to bear the burden of the impoverished 
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persons from the borderlands. However, since the newly formed nation-states of Czechoslovakia, 

Poland, and Ukraine were still fighting over territory, it was often not clear where to deport these 

refugees. 

 The dissolution of the empire brought up difficult questions pertaining to citizenship, 

language, and race. The Treaty of Saint-Germain did not provide any relief in 1920, since the 

interpretation of the clause for persons seeking to opt into citizenship was blatantly disregarded. 

As Thorpe explains, Article 80 was rendered useless for many Jewish refugees. According to the 

provision, one could prove their “identification with the German language by way of graduation 

certificates from German primary, secondary or tertiary schools... in citizenship claims. 

However, this was an exercise in vain for many Jewish refugees who had no such proof available 

and for whom retrieval of the necessary documents was next to impossible.” 133 Importantly, 

there were differences in the validity of such paperwork. In disputed cases regarding Jews from 

the former Galicia, the paperwork, even if valid, was often ignored. “Even if they had been able 

to prove their German language credentials, anti-Semitic bureaucrats in the Interior Ministry and 

federal administrative court could still reject applications for citizenship on the grounds of race 

instead of language.”134 Barely able to construct a convincing case for Austrian bureaucrats, 

Roth found himself in a similar battle for his citizenship in 1920. Even though he not only had 

proof of language proficiency at the university level but also wrote for local Viennese 

publications (in German), Roth would have to continually fight to be accepted as Austrian in 

order to be as close to the old monarchy as his present circumstances would allow. Part of and 

parcel to this fight was his continual depiction of the everyday and systemic, race-based 

antisemitism, which filled the pages of his essays and journalistic prose.  
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“Das dokumentarische ich” — Roth on the Authority of State Documented Identity 

 In 1922, Roth published a short piece in the Berliner Börsen-Courier about the former 

Austro-Hungarian notary, Imre Ziska. In “Die Heimkehr des Imre Ziskas,”135 which reads more 

like an obituary than a story of homecoming, Roth centered on the irony that even a notary could 

become homeless.  

Imre Ziska, der Notar wurde heimatlos. Wahnwitzige Welt! Ein Notar ohne Dokumente. 
Er hatte keine staatlich beglaubigte Heimat. Er war in jenem Gebiet geboren, das nach dem 
Weltkrieg der Tschechoslowakei zufiel. Die Slowaken sagten: Der Notar Imre Ziska ist ein 
Ungar! Und die Ungarn sagten: Der Notar Imre Ziska ist ein Slowake. Und so stritten sich 
die Länder um seine Geburt. Nicht weil sie stolz auf ihren Sohn waren, sondern weil sie 
ihn nicht haben wollten. 136  
 

Between Vienna and Budapest lay a black hole, namely Preßburg, were Ziska took his life. 

Fleeing the newly coined Bratislava, as many other ethnic Germans and Hungarians did at the 

time, Ziska took one step further, crossing over the border, “an der vermutlich kein Paß verlangt 

wird: über die Grenze zwischen Diesseits und Jenseits.” 137 Roth recounts Ziska’s death with 

painful causality:  

Zwischen den Grenzen hing Imre Ziskas dokumentarisches ich in der Luft und zappelte 
mit den heimatswehen Beinen. Körperlich war der Notar vorhanden, staatsbürgerlich 
existierte er nicht. In keinerlei Grundbüchern stand sein Name verzeichnet. Pflicht- und 
rechtlos, unbeglaubigt und problematisch lebte der Notar. Er atmete, aß und trank, also war 
er. Er dachte sogar und lebte also, auch im philosophischen Sinne. Aber er bekam keinen 
Paß. Und also lebte er nicht. Da ging Imre Ziska in ein Preßburger Hotelzimmer und 
erhängte sich. 138 
 

Here, the process of salvaging oneself in a bureaucratic sense is like treading water with tired, 

homesick legs. Floundering, Ziska’s ‘documented self’ drowns, after which Ziska hopelessly 

hangs his physical self. For a former notary, someone who authenticated the paper lives of 
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others, breathing, eating, and thinking were not enough to constitute living, if the individual’s 

duties and rights bestowed by citizenship were neither given nor witnessed, but instead became 

problematic. Without a passport of his own, there was no place left for Ziska.   

 Unlike the fictional notary, Joseph Roth was able to authenticate himself through his 

writing—outside of the bureaucratic work that consumed Ziska. As a writer of fiction and short 

essays for the feuilleton, Roth could take flight into his writing even in exile. However, Roth 

would still struggle with both his documented and physical identity. Exile in both Germany and 

France became increasingly harder to maintain, as the French authorities increasingly refused 

residency permits due to the influx of refugees from Nazi Germany. Other than writing, Roth 

also relied on a steady stream of alcohol. In the end, his abuse of alcohol contributed to his early 

death on May 27, 1939, in Parisian exile. While Roth could be seen as the Austrian counterpart 

to the Hungarian Ziska, his homesick legs lasted him twenty more years.  

 After the war, Roth forged his Austrian citizenship. While his ‘dokumentarisches ich,’ 

did not define him, it did need to exist. As he explains, “der Paß beweist nicht, daß ich - ich bin. 

Er beweist, daß ich irgendein Ich bin. Daß ich Staatsbürger bin. Mein Staat ersuchte durch eine 

Inschrift auf meinem Paß alle Behörden, mich ohne Schwierigkeiten passieren zu lassen.”139 A 

passport concretized citizenship, which subsequently granted the right for an individual ‘i’ to 

move freely. A few months before the war ended, in April of 1918, Roth was moving about to 

see his family in Lemberg.140  
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 As Roth was not one of the refugees displaced from Galicia, but rather a student at the 

University of Vienna before the war, he decided to return to the capital to avoid the pressing 

conflicts between Ukraine and Poland and Ukraine and Czechoslovakia. 

Bei seiner neuerlichen Rückkehr nach Wien erzählte er seinem jungen, in Wien lebenden 
Vetter Miguel Grübel von den abenteuerlichen Erlebnissen, die ihm mittlerweile zuteil 
wurden: sein Plan, nach Lemberg zu gehen, konnte er nicht verwirklichen, da dort von 
neuem Krieg geführte wurde. Die Polen hielten die Stadt Lemberg besetzt, die Ukrainer 
hatten sie umzingelt, so daß niemand die Frontlinie überschreiten konnte. Als Roth auf 
Umwegen nach Brody und zu seiner Mutter gelangte, fand er seine Geburtsstadt in den 
Händen der Ukrainer. Da man ihm dort nach kurzem Aufenthalt bedeutete, man werde ihn 
in die ukrainische Armee einreihen, flüchtete Roth, um nicht nochmals in 
Kriegshandlungen verwickelt zu werden, und versuchte, nach Wien zurückzukehren.141 
  

Roth had already served two tours for Austria-Hungary in 1916 and 1917 respectively. First, in 

1916, Roth joined the Army as part of the 21st Feldjäger-bataillon and began training in 

                                                
141 Bronsen, Joseph Roth. Eine Biographie, 191. 

 

Figure 1: Roth returned to Lemberg, before the official 
end of the war, as shown by the above train ticket.  

Military train ticket, 1918; Joseph Roth Collection; AR 
1764; Box 1; Folder 5; Leo Baeck Institute. 
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Vienna.142 Subsequently, in 1917, he was transferred to the 32nd Infanterietruppendivision, where 

he worked for the military news service until 1918.143 Although having served in the war, he 

would have to put up his fight to be understood as Austrian. 

 In his struggle for an Austrian passport, Roth went to great lengths, which included 

forgery. According to Bronsen’s interview with Roth’s cousin, Miguel Grübel son of Roth’s 

uncle Heinrich Grübel, Roth indeed ran into difficulties after the war because the legitimacy of 

his birth certificate was disputed. To secure his ‘dokumentarisches ich,’ Roth used one of his 

journalistic expeditions into the Burgenland, southeast of Vienna.  

Anläßlich seiner journalistische Streifzüge machte er die Bekanntschaft eines Pfarrers, der 
ihm bereitwillig einen Taufschein ausstellte. Dabei verlegt Roth Szwaby, den Vorort seines 
wirklichen Heimatortes, des galizischen Brody, nach der deutsch-westungarishcen 
Ortschaft Schwaben. Auf Grund des wohl kaum legitimen Taufscheins wurde ihm einige 
Zeit später in Wien ein Reisepaß ausgehändigt.144 
 

Roth’s willingness to forge his ‘documented’ identity via a new certificate of baptism not only 

helped him obtain a passport but also aided his transformation from a Galician Jew into an 

Austrian Catholic for the time being. In obtaining an Austrian passport via a subversive, yet 

symbolic manner, Roth procured the ‘passport’ to the ‘other side’ without actually undergoing 

the sacrament of baptism. The Taufschein was a vital certificate to prove that he was, according 

to the Catholic faith, freed from original sin. 

 As fictitious as his documented identity was, Roth succeeded in making his state-licensed 

identity mirror the Catholic Habsburg monarchy he devoutly laid claim to throughout his life. 

With the help of this falsified document, Roth officially obtained an Austrian passport in 1920, 

which was licensed under a liberal interpretation of Article 80 of the Treaty of Saint-Germain 
                                                
142 Bronsen, Joseph Roth. Eine Biographie, 158. 	
143 Bronsen, Joseph Roth. Eine Biographie, 169. 	
144 Bronsen, Joseph Roth. Eine Biographie, 198. It is worth noting that Wilhelm von Sternburg does report the 
uncertainty of the institution granted his citizenship in that a handwritten “angeblich” was included next to his 
birthplace of Szwaby. See Figure 2 below. Wilhelm von Sternburg, Joseph Roth. Eine Biographie (Köln:  
Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 2009). 
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treaty.145  His passport undoubtedly did not prove that he was the Jewish Moses Joseph Roth 

from Brody, but it did identify truths about the person who carried it.146 

                                                
145 See the document dated 8 June 1921 conferring Austrian citizenship on ‘Herrn Josef Roth’, Library of the Leo 
Baeck Institute, New York, 29 August 2016.  
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Figure 2:  A photocopy of:  Citizenship acknowledgement, 1921; Joseph Roth Collection; AR 1764; Box 4; 
Folder 9; Leo Baeck Institute. 
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 What is more, Roth saw his Austrian passport as a war injury, a “Kugel am Bein,” as he 

called it in Der Neue Tag in 1919. Literally apart of him and simultaneously foreign to his body, 

Roth saw his passport as an unwanted souvenir of a war lost. “Stärker als alles Eisen, das im 

Kriege verschossen wurde, erwies sich die Materie, die unser Zeitalter beherrscht: das Papier.”147 

More than a physical border, official documentation did nothing but keep the harmless out, since 

a criminal could easily pass through with forged papers. Here, Roth questioned the newly formed 

nation-state with regards to its sincerity and wrote a scathing critique against the dehumanizing 

Austrian bureaucracy. “Wie konnte ich nur annehmen, daß ein Staat, der mich drei Tage lang auf 

ein Visum warten läßt, es mit mir gut meint? Sie stecken zusammen, alle beide: der Staat und die 

Grenzkontrolle. Sie wollen mich vernichten. Der Paß ist ein Uriasbrief.”148 Although it would be 

twenty-two years before the deportation and ultimately, the destruction of European Jewry,149 

Roth’s foresight would, unfortunately, ring true. The orders for extermination would not be as 

direct as Roth’s old testament reference of King David, who sent his order to kill Uriah the 

Hittite with the victim himself, but passports, pass and identity cards, and later badges would be 

worn to easily demarcate and round up those deemed undesirable in Nazi Germany and Nazi-

occupied countries. 

 Since Roth was a writer and not a smuggler, conman, or a political daredevil, he 

presumably had one passport at a time. “Hochstapler haben fünf Pässe, Schmuggler zehn, 

politische Abenteurer zwanzig.  Aber diese Pässe sind nicht Beschwer. Sie bedeuten im 

Gegenteil volle persönliche Freiheit. Ein Häftling, der zwanzig Zellen zugleich bewohnt, sitzt in 

                                                
147 Roth, “Die Kugel am Bein,” 146. 
148 Roth, “Die Kugel am Bein,” 147. 
149 Raul Hilberg, The Destruction of the European Jews (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press), 2003. 
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keiner.”150 Unlike the presumably free forger of passports, Roth wanted to remain in his 

distinctly Austrian ‘jail cell’. But, as Wilhelm von Sternburg explains in his recent biography, 

Roth used a Polish passport in 1928 to travel and report for the Frankfurter Zeitung, a decision 

that would fundamentally jeopardize his Austrian citizenship a few years later. Furthermore, as 

Soma Morgenstern remembers, “[i]m Jahre 1928 waren die Nazihorden schon in Deutschland 

sichtbar geworden, und es wird ihm begreiflicherweise nicht angenehm gewesen sein, in 

München zum Beispiel in einem Hotel abzusteigen und dort einen polnischen Paß 

vorzuweisen.”151 Floundering again, Roth faced his second battle for his ‘dokumentarisches ich.’  

 Once Roth’s Polish passport expired, he returned to Vienna without papers and needed to 

re-obtain his Austrian status.152 Recapitulating his first battle from 1920, Roth wrote to his friend 

and editor, Benno Reifenberg in July of 1928 explaining the new issues affecting his situation:  

Meine Dokumentenangelegenheit ist verworren und schwierig. Sie wissen, unter welchen 
Umständen ich aus einem Russen ein Österreicher geworden bin—und jetzt muß ich 
nachweisen, daß ich ein Österreicher war. Die abenteuerlichen Mittel, mit denen ich mir 
Namen, Daten, Schulen, Militär verschafft habe, sollen auf ihre Grundlage geprüft 
werden—und ich arbeite seit zwei Wochen daran, meine schriftstellerische und 
journalistische Existenz vor Behörden, die nicht wissen, wer ich bin, als die einzige 
maßgebende zu beweisen.153 
 

Before, in addition to the falsified Taufschein, Roth also submitted other ‘abenteuerliche Mittel’ 

to the Interior Ministry in Vienna, including a letter full of biographical half-lies and an 

endorsement from his Austrian companion in Berlin, Ingo Schulze, that stated he knew and 

served with Roth in Vienna. However, eight years later, Roth’s “twenty fabricated novels” 154 

were not enough. He exclaimed to Reifenberg:  “Ich lebe und erfinde zwanzig Romane—und das 

                                                
150 Roth, “Die Kugel am Bein,” 148. 
151 Soma Morgernstern, Joseph Roths Flucht und Ende. Erinnerungen, ed. Ingo Schulte. (Lüneburg:  zu Klampen, 
1994), 51.  
152 Sternburg, Joseph Roth. Eine Biographie (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 2009), 193. 
153 Joseph Roth, Briefe 1911-1939, ed. Hermann Kesten (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1970), 136.	
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ist so anstrengend, daß ich meinen Roman nicht schreiben kann.”155  Hitting a wall, he was 

forced to pivot to what could be verified—his journalistic and prosaic accomplishments in the 

German language—in order to save and secure the best possible ‘dokumentarisches ich’ against 

a mounting antisemitic front.  

 Although Roth does not directly state that antisemitism in Vienna inhibited his efforts to 

secure Austrian citizenship, von Sternburg argues that his revised autobiographical account 

outwitted the antisemitic authorities in Vienna. “In diesem Fall sind seine Legenden kein Spiel, 

sondern lebensnotwendige Klugheit, um die Antisemiten in den Wiener Amtstuben zu 

überlisten.”156 Far more of a danger and impediment than overt antisemitism, in Roth’s opinion, 

was the bureaucratic machinery in Vienna. Especially in 1928, during his Kafka-esque 

adventures to various agencies, offices, and departments, he developed a visceral objection to 

these institutions and their systemic animosities. “Sie [Reifenberg, K.B.] könnte sich vorstellen, 

wie mir zu Mute ist. Jeden Tag ein Amt besuchen. Kampf gegen die böse Borniertheit der 

unteren Beamten und Schlauheit gegen die hohen. Operationen mit Hilfe meiner ‘sozialen 

Stellung’ und Protektionen mit Hilfe persönlicher Beziehungen. Wenn das noch 2 Wochen 

fortgeht, bin ich halbtot.” Luckily, Roth was able to cash in on his shares of symbolic and social 

capital with the help of his and Soma Morgenstern’s mutual friend, “Ministerialrat Fuchs, der im 

Presseamt der österreichischen Regierung einen wichtigen Posten hatte,” who was able to secure 

his Austrian passport.157  

 As the writer, Irmgard Keun, Roth’s companion in 1936-38, recollects, Roth knew how 

to manipulate the situation just enough to get by, and he lived by leaving much to chance. 

                                                
155 Roth, Briefe 1911-1939, 136. 
156 Sternburg, Joseph Roth. Eine Biographie, 191. 
157 Morgernstern, Joseph Roths Flucht und Ende. Erinnerungen, 51-2. 
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“Unsere Sachen haben wir ein paarmal verpfändet und einmal, als unsere Visa abgelaufen waren 

und wir in ein anderes Land reisen mußten, fuhren wir im teureren Waggon [m]it, weil man so 

am ehesten um die Paßkontrolle herumkam. Aber irgendwie kam immer Geld, gerade wenn es 

am schlimmsten aussah.”158 Roth found institutions like the police and the border control, for 

example, detestable, but knew how to pit others against them to achieve the result he needed. If 

first-class passage bypassed bureaucracy, he found a way to pay for it, if not with his salary as a 

journalist, then with an advance of an almost-finished book manuscript.  

 Not only did various institutions of the press provide him with economic and symbolic 

capital, Roth felt at home in these pages. Possibly the highest compliment he could give was to 

compare the Frankfurter Zeitung to a something that felt like home. Writing to Benno 

Reifenberg he explained:  “Sie [die Zeitung, K.B.] ist mein einziger heimatlicher Boden und 

ersetzt mir so etwas wie ein Vaterland und ein Finanzamt.”159 Grounded in his journalistic 

endeavors, Roth could be at home almost anywhere, preferably Paris, but these papers were the 

ones that carried him across the continent, constituted his identity, and created his true 

“dokumentarisches ich.” 

 However, like all other Vaterländer, he would battle for his identity and his worth within 

the Frankfurter Zeitung all the same. Fortunately, Roth found another piece of home in all of the 

publishing institutions that supported him, especially in exile. Upon the unexpected death of 

Gerard de Lange, publisher and son of the founder of the eponymous publishing house Allert de 

Lange, Roth mourns for the piece of his home. “[A]ber ein Stück Heimat ist dem Schriftsteller 

auch der Verlag, der seine Werke verbreitet: Ein Stück Heimat gab uns der Verleger de 
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Lange.”160 Here, Roth deemed the true essence of the Vaterland to be language. “Das Vaterland 

des echten Schriftstellers ist die Sprache, in der er schreibt; man kann es ihm in Wahrheit gar 

nicht rauben; man kann ihm höchstens den Reisepaß entziehen.”161 Although Roth found refuge 

in the German language and the fact that no bureaucratic Amtsprache could ever substitute for 

the individual’s real power to speak freely, he continued to live and write within this tension 

between the two discourses of his identity. 

 

“Ich sehe Grenzen fallen, Pässe überflüssig werden” — Roth’s Ideal Society 

 Amongst his battles for official Austrian citizenship in 1920 and 1927, Roth personally 

witnessed the plight of many others like his (presumably fictional) character, Irma Ziska. As he 

traveled across Europe during and after the First World War, there were only certain places 

where those without a physical Vaterland could find refuge.  In the pages of various newspapers, 

he would make a case for the havens of Paris and Prague, which were only temporary solutions. 

Moreover, these cities were small consolation to his dream of a world without borders and 

passports. Eventually, Roth would idealize and fictionalize a Siberian exile, not without ironic 

overtones, over and against an American option, as the only place of freedom—away from the 

world altogether. 

 Roth’s ideal society resonated with the cosmopolitan spirit of the early French 

revolutionaries and their demand for all to have the freedom of movement. Now and then, Roth 

would break from his observations to daydream of a different future. In an early feuilleton from 

Der Neue Tag in 1919, a young Roth dreamt of a new world drummed up by an automobile. 

                                                
160 Jospeh Roth, “Nachruf,“ in Joseph Roth Werke 3. Das journalistische Werk 1929-1939, ed. Klaus Westermann 
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In diesem silbernen Trompetenton vernehme ich die hellen Stimmen einer europäischen 
Zukunft: Liebliche Maiennächte mit fliegenden Silberwölklein, Postillon, Abschied und 
Reise ins Märchenblaue. Ich sehe Grenzen fallen, Pässe überflüssig werden, Visitationen 
und Requisitionen aufgehoben werden, und ich fahre auf einer mondlichtüberfluteten 
breiten Straße durch die römische Campagna. Und ich sehe in eine Zukunft, in der ich 
ohne jede Einreisebewilligung selbst nach Hütteldorf-Hacking gelange ... 162 

As the article ends in ellipses, Roth’s dream world, where borders fall and passports—even entry 

permits for Hütteldorf-Hacking ten kilometers outside of Vienna— become unnecessary, is 

juxtaposed with a harsh reality he would elaborate on explicitly only a few months later. Writing 

again for Der Neue Tag that summer, Roth narrates the hypocritical society of Hütteldorf.  

Die Republik Hütteldorf-Hacking ist eine Stunde Straßenbahnfahrt von Wien entfernt. Sie 
unterscheidet sich von anderen deutschösterreichischen Landesteilen nur dadurch, daß sie 
noch keine Einreisebewilligungen an Wiener erteilt. Ob dieser Umstand die Schuld daran 
trägt, daß in der Republik Hütteldorf die letzte Zeit hindurch so viele Einbrüche geschehen, 
ist noch nicht festgestellt. Jedenfalls geschehen sie. Und die Polizei war wehrlos. Aber 
die Bürger von Hütteldorf wollten es nicht sein. Also beschlossen sie eines Tages, sich zu 
bewaffnen und eine Bürgerwehr zu bilden zum Schutze ihrer Habe. Es stellte sich heraus, 
daß alle Bürger Waffen hatten und keiner einen Waffenpaß. Aber da die Polizei auch von 
den Einbrechern keine Waffenpässe gefordert hatte, fragte sie auch bei den Bürgern nicht 
danach.163 
 

Without any concrete evidence, the citizens of Hütteldorf-Hacking expose passport regulations 

for what they were:  a way to criminalize foreigners, even those living only an hour away by 

train. Ironically, in so doing, i.e., by carrying weapons without permits, they showed the 

subjectivity and arbitrary nature of criminal activity.  

 In the aftermath of the war, Roth continued to encounter such resistance to his dream 

society without borders. After leaving Vienna for Berlin in 1921, he found the German capital, in 
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short, to be a heartless haste of a city.164  Only upon moving to Paris in May of 1925, would he 

encounter an atmosphere unlike any other. For Roth, the liberation felt in Paris began at a 

physiological level. Roth explains in Juden auf Wanderschaft how the “Ostjuden” not only found 

their way to Paris but also found a home. 

Die Ostjuden leben in Paris fast wie Gott in Frankreich. Niemand hindert sie hier, 
Geschäfte und sogar Gettos aufzumachen. Es gibt einige jüdische Viertel in Paris, in der 
Nähe des Montmartre und in der Nähe der Bastille. ... Sie haben es schon aus äußeren 
Gründen in Paris leicht. Ihre Physiognomie verrät sie nicht. Ihre Lebhaftigkeit fällt nicht 
auf. Ihr Witz begegnet dem französischen auf halbem Weg. Paris ist eine wirkliche 
Weltstadt.165 
 

Europe’s Jews seeking asylum, including Roth himself, could breathe in Paris; they could blend 

in without conforming. According to Roth, it was the worldly quality of Paris that could afford 

such ethnic inclusion and establishment of communities. And as Bronsen has pointed out, Roth 

was not the first to remark on such an atmosphere. “Bereits Heine hatte bemerkt, der Jude fühle 

sich in Paris nicht als Außenseiter und falle dort nicht durch sein Temperament auf wie in 

Deutschland.”166 This atmosphere was an indispensable for Roth, a member of an ethnic 

minority that was forced to adapt to the upheaval and mass migration stemming from the First 

World War. 

 Other than Paris, the only haven for relief for Roth was Prague— a nomad’s paradise in 

the mid-1920s. 

Wenn ich keine Sehnsucht nach Paris hätte, so hätte ich Sehnsucht nach Prag. Es ist eine 
Stadt, in der ich niemals zu Hause war und in der ich jeden Augenblick zu Hause sein 
kann. Man braucht in Prag nicht ‘verwurzelt’ zu sein. Es ist eine Heimat für Heimatlose. 
Sie hat keine Sentimentalität. ... Dennoch habe ich, wie gesagt, Heimweh nach Prag, und 
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im Paß ein tschechoslowakisches Jahresvisum. In Paris möchte ich die Sonntage 
verbringen und die Wochentage in Prag. Hier sind die abstrakten Kosmopoliten, in denen 
die Welt als Wille lebendig ist und die den Willen zur Welt nicht brauchen.167  
 

 Prague in 1924 sheltered other “abstract cosmopolitans,” like Roth himself, for whom a visa was 

still a possibility.  After the dissolution of Austria-Hungary, some saw the Czech lands as “a 

substitute for the old Monarch, and Thomas Masaryk as a stand-in for Franz Joseph. At least in 

their minds, Jews in Czechosovakia allowed for the separation of national and political 

identities.”168 This privilege, however, would not last long and increasingly became a class 

privilege, available only to the upper echelons of societies, while the rest were left to chance. 

 While only some were wealthy enough to afford Prague, others seeking asylum found 

their way to “Das Grenzloch von Kerkraade.” Writing to spite the authorities responsible for this 

geographic loophole, Roth mentioned with delight the fortunate situation for all in the area 

between the city of Aachen, occupied by the Allies at the time, and Herzogenrath, the German 

half of the municipality directly north. The Dutch counterpart was the municipality, Kerkrade. 

Das Grenzloch von Kerkraade kann zum Leidwesen aller Grenzbeamten - der deutschen, 
der holländischen und der französischen - nicht verstopft werden. Es ist ein Justamentsakt 
der Weltgeschichte, gegen die Grenzbehörden ersonnen und durchgeführt. Es kann ein 
Mensch, ohne Paß, ohne Visum, ohne Steuer bezahlt zu haben, ein Mensch mit 
unverzolltem Gepäck - kurz ein gar nicht berechtigtes, minderwertiges Subjekt - nach 
Holland kommen und nach Deutschland ins besetzte sowohl wie ins unbesetzte Gebiet. Die 
Grenze zwischen dem besetzten Gebiet und Holland verläuft nämlich so ganz ohne 
Rücksicht auf die Grenzbehörden auf der Strecke von Herzogenrad nach Aachen.169 
 

Here, a hole in the border allowed freedom of movement—without any papers or fees. However, 
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such spaces of freedom and opportunity for safe passage westward would decline significantly.  

 Between Paris and Prague, there were many areas, which remained safe for some and yet 

became precarious for those who did not have the personal contacts that accompanied a certain 

social standing. As Roth made a note of the nations that begrudgingly allow the stateless in — 

Italy, Poland, Lithuania, England — he concludes with the underlying issue:  the impossibility of 

legally acquiring a visa in these states. 

Es ist schwierig, wenn nicht unmöglich, selbst auf einem solchen legalen Papier ein Visum 
eines anderen beliebigen Staates zu erhalten. Italien, Polen, Litauen, England sogar lassen 
Staatenlose ungern ins Land. Mit einem solchen Papier kann eigentlich nur ein 
‘prominenter’ Flüchtling reisen: ein jüdischer Journalist, Zeitungsherausgeber, 
Filmschauspieler, Regisseur: Sie kennen die Botschafter und Gesandten meist 
persönlich.170 
 

Harkening back to his tactics in regaining his Austrian citizenship in 1927 (“Operationen mit 

Hilfe meiner ‘sozialen Stellung’ und Protektionen mit Hilfe persönlicher Beziehungen”171) Roth 

sheds light on the class distinctions that would play an increasingly more significant role with the 

rise of the National Socialism. 

 What is more, in his 1928 preface to the planned new edition of Juden auf Wanderschaft 

in 1928, Roth redacted his promise of Paris for all European Jews.  As he posed a direct question 

about travel options for a poor, Jewish tailor, he illustrated the entrapment for the ordinary man 

wishing to start anew.  “Aber man frage sich, auf welche Weise zum Beispiel ein armer jüdischer 

Schneider in die Kanzlei eines Legationsrates gelangt? Es ist ein abstruser Zustand: Man ist ein 

Wanderer und dennoch festgeklemmt; man flüchtet und ist zurückgehalten; man muß unstet sein 

und darf sich nicht rühren.”172  Reluctantly allowing immigrants access into the country began to 

pit neighboring countries against one another at the expense of those struggling to find a 
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semblance of a sanctuary. Roth’s wanderings also halted a year before his death, in 1938, as he 

described his experience waiting amongst the homeless for the Parisian Prefecture to decide his 

fate.  

Das Kind lief unbekümmert, ein echtes Kind, mitten durch unsere schaurige Trauer. Wir 
saßen nämlich im Wartezimmer der Polizei-Präfektur. Wir warteten auf die Erlaubnis, in 
Paris bleiben oder aber zum Teufel gehen zu dürfen. Wir warteten im Wartesaal. Wo denn 
sonst wartet ein Mensch? Er wartet in einem Wartesaal.173 

 
Juxtaposed against those wanderers stuck in a waiting room, an innocent child ran around freely 

as the rest sat uncomfortably while potentially awaiting deportation. As Roth concluded the short 

episode for Das Neue Tage-Buch, he reported on how the child stole his cane and hit the police 

officer over the head. At that moment, Roth wrote that he felt a paternal sense of pride towards 

the young, but intuitive boy, who knew how to brighten the gloomy day of those nervously 

seeking the right to reside in the French capital. 

 Without the hope of France Roth developed during the 1920s, the last possible 

geographical place of refuge he considered was Siberia. According to the notebook he kept on 

his trip to Russia for the Frankfurter Zeitung, he planned to travel for four weeks in Siberia at the 

end of 1926 and into 1927. However, his notes end in Moscow, the place of his prior sojourn. 

Furthermore, Roth’s last dated letter from 1926 mentions his loneliness at the end of his stay 

there, mainly due to his lack of contact with his wife, Friedl. Instead of traveling further into 

isolation, it seems that Roth indeed returned early to Vienna, where Friedl was staying with her 

family. A year later, after Friedl was admitted to the Rekawinkel sanatorium outside of Vienna 

and as Roth was again struggling to sort out his Austrian citizenship, he considered the desire to 
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start his life anew in Siberia. He explained to Benno Reifenberg:  “muß ich selbst ein neues 

Leben beginnen. Es ist wieder einmal die Zeit, in der ich meine Existenz umändern muß. 

Wegfahren, ein Jahr frei und allein sein—ich will nach America, wenn nicht nach Sibirien.”174 

Unlike America, where real relief was ambiguous and uncertain, and Paris, where Roth indeed 

spent his last days, Siberia would remain a fictitious retreat from the world and a haven for many 

of his protagonists, as at the end of both Flucht ohne Ende and Der Stumme Prophet. 

 
“Der Paß, [...] ein Reise- und Kulturdokument des ‘freien Westens’” — Roth against the 

Bureaucractic Practices of European Nation-States after WWI 
  
 Roth’s lifelong frustrations with passports and other forms of travel and identity 

documentation were only one aspect of his critique of bureaucracy.  Over the course of 20 years, 

Roth critiqued bureaucratic practices from various viewpoints, namely, country by country. As 

he traveled across these newly formed nation-states, he came to certain conclusion about their 

treatments of stateless migrants.  As cited above, Roth saw Italy, Poland, Lithuania, and England 

as, at least, benevolent for allowing the stateless inside their borders, over and against the strict 

procedures found in Germany and Austria. These distinctions tended to change for the worse in 

the 1930s. As Roth would find out while waiting in the Paris Prefecture in 1938, roughly a year 

before the outbreak of war, even the patience of the French police would wear thin.  

 Furthermore, Roth saw correlations between Russia and Poland regarding the 

implementation and influx of ‘papers.’ Reporting early on about the Polish-Soviet War, which 

lasted from 1919-1921, Roth observed Poland’s high inflation leading Polish merchants to travel 

eastward to sell their goods for rubles. “Man fährt innerhalb des Sowjetgebiets mit einer 

Legitimation der Heimatgemeinde oder überhaupt ohne Papier. So hat sich die Welt geändert. 
                                                
174 Roth, Briefe 1911-1939, 136.  
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Der Paß, ehemals eine russische Spezialität, ist ein Reise- und Kulturdokument des ‘freien 

Westens’ geworden.”175  Roth’s reference to the passport as a ‘Russian specialty’ harkens back 

to a long history, beginning with Peter I, of an internal system of permits, passes, and passports 

introduced to monitor peasants tied to their land in perpetuity. As David Moon explains, once 

serfdom was abolished, the passport revenue was too large to give up or overhaul:  “Receipts 

from the sale of passports increased by a third over the second quarter of the nineteenth century, 

reaching an average of 1.6 million rubles a year in the 1850s, [which] had risen to 3.5 million 

rubles by the 1880s.”176 Moreover, state regulation of peasant mobility was  crucial to 

maintaining enough men for military conscription.177 However, the end of the century saw the 

reform of identification documents. As Moon explains, “Finance Minister [Sergei] Witte and 

Minister of Internal Affairs I.N. Durnovo proposed a reform of the internal passport system. This 

lead to the ‘Statute on Residence Permits’ of June 3, 1894. [...] All peasants were entitled to 

receive the new ‘residence permits’ which served both as proof of identity and as internal 

passports valid for up to five years.”178 Free passports for peasants accompanied more liberal 

enforcement of identification laws. Grace periods were allowed, and individuals could renew 

their passes easily, but there were slippages. While the individual the passport identified was 

taken into consideration and not simply used for surveillance, conscription, and taxation, Russia, 

even as late as 1910, was still charging about “one month’s wages for an agricultural worker. It 

was possible to acquire an ‘emigrant’ passport for free, but this was a one-way ticket since 
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returning was forbidden.”179 

 In Poland, Roth saw the usage of the passport as particularly akin to Russian bureaucratic 

practices and not yet thought anew for Poland. “Dennoch sind diese Bestimmungen nicht 

polnisch, sondern Überreste aus der russischen Zeit, und sie erhalten sich, weil in Polen eine 

einheitliche Verwaltung noch nicht durchgeführt ist— ebensowenig wie ein einheitliches Gesetz. 

Es wird erst daran gearbeitet.”180 Plus, the regulations needed work. Writing about his travels 

through Poland after he had already traveled through Soviet Russia at the end of 1926 and 

Albania in 1927, Roth stresses the importance in bringing to light these small infractions of the 

private realm that might not appear dangerous at first glance, but can be just as symptomatic of a 

state’s issues as political unrest. 

 Upon revealing the stipulations specific to Poland, certain Polish practices appalled Roth 

and stood in stark contrast to the standards across the continent. Roth pitied victims of the state 

and sought out their situation in order to report on the, at times invisible, crimes committed 

against them. In 1928, he just so happened to find himself in a Polish passport office and 

reported the following: 

Sie kennen wahrscheinlich die Bestimmung, der zufolge jeder polnische Staatsbürger seine 
Freizügigkeit, das heißt einen Auslandspaß, mit 250 Zloty bezahlen muß. Aber Sie wissen 
nicht, daß jeder Pole auch im Innern des Landes verpflichtet ist, ein sogenanntes 
‚Personaldokument’ herumzutragen und auf Verlangen der Behörden vorzuweisen. Ein 
Auslandspaß ist nur drei Monate gültig. (In allen westlichen Staaten ist er 2 bis 5 Jahre 
gültig und kostet gar nichts oder nur sehr wenig.) Bedenken Sie, daß ein Durchschnittspole 
— also kein Staatsbeamter, kein Journalist, kein Industrieller, kein ‚Kaufmann erster 
Gilde’— acht Tage auf einen Paß warten und folgende Bedingungen erfüllen muß: sich 
photographieren lassen, mit 250 Zloty zum Finanzamt und schließlich mit allen Papieren 
zur Polizeizentrale. Und das muß er wiederholen - jeden dritten Monat -, wenn er alle drei 
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Monate fahren will. Nur gegen ein sogenanntes ‚Armutszeugnis’ bekommt man einen 
billigeren Paß, aber dann muß der Zweck der Reise dringend sein und von der Behörde als 
dringend befunden. In allen Fällen muß er angegeben werden. Und wollte zum Beispiel 
jemand in ein ausländisches Bad fahren, so müßte er sich vom Amtsarzt seines Bezirks 
untersuchen lassen und eine Bestätigung erbringen, daß er es mit den inländischen Bädern 
bereits ohne Erfolg versucht hat.181  
 

First, the high price of the passport harkened back to some of the first internal passports inflicted 

on the newly freed serfs from Imperial Russia and the revenue their passports brought in, as 

previously mentioned. Second, after other nations had dropped the cost of passports altogether, 

Roth found it absurd to put someone through the long process of first obtaining a certificate 

testifying to their lower economic status. Lastly, that the disenfranchised were not allowed to 

travel outside of Poland unless the trip was urgent stemmed from the centuries-old fear in Russia 

that the poor would flee from their debts. Counteracting such criminal intentions, Roth paints a 

picture of the everyman’s simple day trip to visit exotic baths—or just those outside of Poland 

proper. Here, the state discourages such trips, if not limits them altogether, by placing yet one 

more roadblock in the way of the freedom to travel:  a health inspection. 

 Perhaps it was Russia’s experience with the internal passport system that led to what 

Roth continuously observed as a more nuanced understanding between the person and their 

papers. During his travels for the Frankfurter Zeitung in 1926 and 1927, Roth encountered 

passport issues of a different kind.  

Ein Mann, der dazu befugt war, hat mir noch im Zug den Paß abgenommen, mich meiner 
Identität beraubt. So, ganz und gar nicht ich, ging ich über die Grenze. Man hätte mich mit 
jedem beliebigen Reisenden verwechseln können. Später allerdings stellte es sich heraus, 
daß die russischen Zollrevisoren mich nicht verwechselten. Intelligenter als ihre Kollegen 
aus anderen Ländern, wußten sie, zu welchen Zwecken ich reise.182  
 

Whether or not the customs officer indeed possessed a formidable aptitude for his job than 
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officers in other nation-states is not the only indication of a different culture in Soviet Russia 

around a documented identity. The decisive distinction for Roth was that the officer took the 

“human” aspect into account—at least for some guests of the Soviet Union, in this case, 

diplomats and journalists. Whatever his political or economic standing, Roth experienced an 

overall difference in the atmosphere of Soviet bureaucratic institutions vis-à-vis other countries.  

Indessen scheint es mir, daß ich in Rußland genausoviel, genausowenig sehen kann wie in 
anderen fremden Ländern. Ich bin in keinem Lande noch von fremden Menschen so 
selbstverständlich, so freimütig eingeladen worden. Ich kann in Ämter, Gerichte, Spitäler, 
Schulen, Kasernen, Arreste, Strafanstalten, zu Polizeidirektoren und 
Universitätsprofessoren gehen. Der Bürger kritisiert lauter und schärfer, als dem Fremden 
angenehm ist. Ich kann mit dem Soldaten und mit dem Regimentskommandanten der 
Roten Armee in jedem Gasthaus über Krieg, Pazifismus, Literatur und Bewaffnung 
sprechen. In anderen Ländern ist es gefährlicher.183 

Russia’s ability to create an atmosphere that allowed for critique or questioning of the 

bureaucracy in place proved valuable not only for Roth personally, as a reporter who received 

access to many facets of the country, but for the country itself. This ability to see the paper and 

regulations for what they were was a crucial part of Roth’s analysis of the police and law 

enforcement in various other countries, which will be discussed in the following sections. 

 What is more, Roth’s particular experience in Niegoreloje, the modern-day Belarussian 

city of Stoubcy, brings the preferential treatment of journalists into question—regardless of 

intelligence on the part of the border control. After his travels throughout Russia, Roth headed 

southward to the Republic of Albania in May of 1927. In his first article on this leg of the trip for 

the Frankfurter Zeitung, Roth describes his formal meeting with Achmed Zogu, the President of 

the first Albanian Republic at the time. As head of state and government Zogu officially 

promised Roth that his travels in Albania would be completely unhindered. “Der Präsident 
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gestattet mir, frei und ungehindert und mit Unterstützung aller Behörden durch Albanien zu 

reisen. Der Minister wiederholt es. Verbeugung. Verbeugung. Verbeugung.”184And the President 

kept his promises, but not necessarily with the seamless coordination and assistance of all 

agencies. Outside of the capital, Tirana, 

in der Hütte liegt ein Gästebuch wie in manchen Sehenswürdigkeiten, vor dem Buch sitzt 
ein Mann in schwarzer Uniform, dreht sich eine Zigarette und ist die albanische 
Grenzpolizei. Des Alphabets kundig, aber des Schreibens ungewohnt, sitzt er da und 
vertreibt den Ankommenden die Zeit mit der Lektüre der Pässe. Ein buckliger Levantiner 
wartet im Fordwagen, den er zu steuern gedenkt, bis der Polizist mit dem Studium fertig 
ist. Ich erlasse ihm den größten Teil der Prüfung und unterschreibe mich selbst.185 
 

Roth, again, judges the officer’s intelligence with regard to his new bureaucratic assignments and 

furthermore, takes it upon himself with the authority given to him by President Zogu to sanction 

his free passage. However, he would only be able to make it so far on his commission before 

another border control guard would stop and take his passport. “Endlich tritt aus einem weißen 

Häuschen ein schwarzer Polizist, der Deutsch sprechen kann, den Paß an sich nimmt und das 

Ehrenwort gibt, daß er sich morgen in der Polizei von Tirana vorfinden werde.”186 The subject 

was not broached again nor critiqued further in his reporting on Albania. Much like his 

experience in Niegoreloje, Roth portrayed this police officer in such a way as to show his 

honorable aptitude in dealing with the person and not the papers, by speaking the passport 

holder’s native tongue and granting him entrance into the capital.  

 What Roth experienced in crossing borders sketches out distinctions between nations that 

had a long history with passports (albeit mostly internal) and those, often newer nations and 

regions, wherein written proof of identity or a ‘dokumentarisches ich’ was a more recent 
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requirement. Thus, according to Roth, the regions of former Imperial Russia and France 

understood that the human was still more than the sum of his papers and not “[w]eniger als ein 

Papier ohne einen Menschen!”187  

 
“Die Staaten wehren sich gegen die Staatenlosen” — Roth’s Foreshadowing of Future State 

Responses to Mass Migration 
 

 Roth’s observation of the passport as a ‘Russian specialty’ foreshadowed the first 

international passport for the stateless, which originated in response to the large numbers of 

Russian immigrants fleeing to the ‘free, western’ countries in the early 1920s. As Randy Lippert 

explains, in his article, “Governing Refugees: The Relevance of Governmentality to 

Understanding the International Refugee Regime,”  once the various international relief 

organizations, including the Red Cross, Near East Relief, the American Relief Administration, 

and the Save the Children Fund, helped the thousands people fleeing war and famine after the 

Russian Revolution, Russia refused to readmit these former Russians, “who had resided outside 

the Soviet Union for more than five years or had left Russia after November 1917.”188 In 

addition to destitute conditions, the stateless were migrating in a Europe that had reinstituted 

passport regulations during the WWI.  

 As Lippert further explains, this meant that thousands of refugees from Russia became 

stateless, which led them to experience bureaucratic nightmares as traveled in search of work and 

new homes. In the short term, relief organizations sought a practical solution to the stateless 

refugees:  invent a document for the former Russian refugees. To accomplish this task, it “was 

decided that an office of high commissioner for refugees was to be created under the League of 
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Nations. Within this program, besides coordinating the delivery of relief, the office was intended 

to ease the resettlement of Russians who had no identity documents and were being refused entry 

by other nations.” Eventually, this temporary document the office created became known as the 

Nansen Passport, named after Fritjof Nansen, the first appointed High Commissioner for Russian 

Refugees. As the head of the League refugee office, Nansen oversaw the issuing of the 

eponymous passports in the refugee camps. After each individual was examined and screened, 

they were granted this temporary document that was to admit them to “live and work in nations 

such as France and Belgium.”189  This document was gradually accepted across Europe, 

according to Lippert. “[B]y 1924 thirty-eight nations were accepting it also for Armenians who 

had fled massacres in Armenia. By 1928, fifty-one nations had agreed to issue and recognize this 

document for Russians.” 190 As Claudia Skran confirms, the eponymous Nansen-passport was 

issued to nearly 3 million people scattered around the edges of the new Soviet Union and the 

Balkans.191   

 By 1929, Roth’s initial critique of the Nansen passports appeared in a short essay for Das 

Tagebuch, dedicated to the stateless and entitled, “Für die Staatenlosen.”192  In this Playdöyer for 

the stateless, Roth targeted the international community, especially Nansen, for failing to 

understand how papers for the stateless actually hindered the harsh plight of those struggling to 

migrate and find refuge. In a sarcastic manner, Roth reintroduces Nansen, seven or so years after 

his Nobel Prize winning “invention”: 

Ein einziger Mann, einer jener Menschen, die man die Genies der Güte nennen muß - sie 
sind noch seltener als die Genies des Geistes-, hat sich eines Teils der Staatenlosen 
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angenommen: Nansen. Er hat in der Tat ein Wunder vollbracht: Mitten in einer Zeit, in der 
das ‘Personaldokument’ erst die Berechtigung verlieh, eine Person zu sein, in einer Zeit, in 
der an allen neuen und alten Grenzen die neuen und alten Zollwächter ihre großen 
Untersuchungen feierten, in allen neuen und alten Staaten die Polizeispitzel, die Angeber, 
die anonymen Briefeschreiber, die Gebärdenspäher und Geschichtenträger jeden 
beliebigen verdächtig zu machen die Fähigkeit hatten; mitten in dieser Zeit gelang es der 
humanen Gesinnung, den Staatenlosen wenigstens ein Dokument zu verschaffen, ein 
Dokument - welch unerhörter Fall in der Geschichte der Menschheit-, das, um ausgestellt 
und wirksam zu werden, keines anderen Dokuments bedurfte. Denn es ist bekannt, daß ein 
Dokument nur entstehen kann auf Grund eines anderen, bereits vorhandenen - und daß die 
Entstehung des aller-aller-ersten Dokuments ein eigenes Kapitel der Schöpfungsgeschichte 
beanspruchen würde. Das Merkwürdige ereignete sich also, daß ein russischer Emigrant, 
dem man just das nackte Leben nicht glauben wollte, das er gerettet hatte, in einigen 
europäischen Staaten ein Dokument erhalten konnte. Und es gibt keine größere Ehre für 
Nansen, als die, daß diese schwachen und oft ohnmächtigen Dokumente ‘Nansen-Pässe’ 
heißen. 193 
 

Roth recalls the dangerous environment into which these powerless papers were still placed. He 

continues more directly to paint the picture of how the passports operated, not for the stateless, 

but as Lippert also explained, for the states themselves.  

Solch ein Nansen-Paß ist ein provisorisches Papier. Es wird von der Behörde des Landes 
ausgestellt, in dem sich der Flüchtling aufhält und in dem er durch Zeugen seine 
angebliche Identität nachzuweisen vermocht hat. In manchen Staaten ist der Träger eines 
Nansen-Passes verpflichtet, sich in gewissen Zeitabständen bei der Polizei zu melden. Will 
ein z. B. in Berlin ansässiger Besitzer eines Nansen-Passes z. B. nach Paris fahren, so 
erhält er ein Visum (oder auch nicht) erst nach langem Warten. Das Konsulat allein darf 
nicht entscheiden, ob er fahren darf. Viele Länder verwehren den Besitzern der Nansen-
Pässe überhaupt den Eintritt. Die Staaten wehren sich gegen die Staatenlosen. 194 
 

As Roth emphasizes, the Nansen passport enabled some nation-states to identify stateless 

persons in order to deny them entry. This “non-admittance at the frontier (refoulement)” was not 

addressed officially until “the Convention relating to the International Status of Refugees of 28 

October 1933,” and even after the convention, there was still the problem of denying the stateless 
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entry.195  

 Later on, Nansen passports would not be extended to stateless persons outside of 

“Russian, Armenian, and assimilated refugees,” which became a bigger issue (than it arguably 

already was) when Jewish refugees began fleeing Germany and the persecution by National 

Socialists.  After the Nürnberger Gesetze were introduced on September 15, 1935, Jews were not 

only stripped of their citizenship, but all persons were required to document proof of their 

ancestors in the form of an Ahnenpaß, or “ancestor passport.”196 At first, Roth saw these types of 

official race identification as superfluous, especially since they were instituted after the National 

Socialists had already murdered hundreds of people.  Roth writes: “Die ganze Kultur einer 

tausendjährigen Erfahrung, die dermaßen ins Blut übergegangen ist, [macht] jeden 

‘Rassenachweis’ überflüssig.”197 However, later in 1938 when all patients in Germany’s mental 

institutions were forced to comply with the demand for proof of Aryan blood, Roth expressed his 

outrage in sarcasm. In an essay for the Pariser Tageszeitung entitled “Der Ahnenpass in der 

Isolierzelle,” Roth writes, “[d]er Leiter des Berliner Volks-Gesundheits-Amtes kündigte an, daß 

die jüdischen Geisteskrankerl in eigenen Irren-Anstalten untergebracht werden. Juden werden 
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unter arischer Aufsicht diese Irrenhäuser verwalten.”198 In order to do so, the patients like all 

other persons would need to provide either an Ahnenpaß or an Ariernachweis to be transferred, 

which prompted Roth’s sarcastic anticipation of the bureaucratic regulations with which these 

patients, regardless of their health, would have to comply.  

Wahrscheinlich kann man nähere Ausführungsbestimmungen erwarten, betreffend die 
besonderen Arten, in denen Paranoiker, zyklische Maniker, Schizophrene, Paralytiker 
ihren Ariernachweis zu erbringen haben, und wie in außergewöhnlichen Fällen 
vorgegangen werden soll. Denn es könnte sich ja z.B. einer der zahlreichen 
Größenwahnsinnigen, die sich einbilden, der König Salomo zu sein oder gar der Erlöser, 
strikt weigern, nicht den Auszug seiner adoptierten Rassegenossen mitzumachen; und, 
umgekehrt, könnten sich manche Volljuden, die sich Gauleiter oder Obergauleiter nennen, 
das Recht anmaßen, die Ahnenreihe ihrer Schicksalsgenossen nachzuprüfen. 199  
 

While joking, Roth had no illusions as to the real consequences that could arise from this move 

segregate Jewish patients. “Die arischen Geheilten müßten ins Arbeitslager kommen und würden 

Ansprüche auf nachzuholende Weih- nachtsgaben und Kraft-durch-Freude-Ausflüge erheben. 

Und die jüdi- schen Geheilten fänden kaum noch Platz im Konzentrationslager. Das Ganze kann 

unübersehbare Folgen haben.”200  

 The German Jews, as Roth explained, were not privy to the nevertheless problematic 

Nansen solution. As Lippert pointed out, the Nansen Passport was only issued for Russians and 

Armenians. Picking up on this discrepancy, Roth continued to critique the Nansen passport in an 

unpublished forward to a proposed new edition of Juden auf Wanderschaft.  “Der sogenannte 

‘Nansen-Paß’, mit dem die russischen Emigranten nach der Revolution ausgestattet wurden und 

der ihnen - nebenbei gesagt - auch keine ungehinderte Bewegungsfreiheit verschafft hat, kommt 
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für die deutschen Emigranten nicht in Frage.”201 Instead, according to Roth, the refugees were 

subject to the experimentation of an English commission whose task, albeit altruistic, was to sort 

out the world of paper surrounding those leaving Germany. “Freilich gibt es beim Völkerbund 

eine Stelle - einen englischen Kommissar-, dessen Aufgabe es ist, die ‘Papier-Verhältnisse’ der 

deutschen Emigranten zu regeln. Allein, wir kennen den Völkerbund, seine schwerfällige 

Administration und die goldenen Ketten, mit denen die Hände seiner auch gutwilligen 

Kommissare gebunden sind.”202  As Roth patience with international commissions dwindled, his 

frustration towards the issue of how statelessness arose only escalated. 

  Given the obstacles, even those before to the Nazi regime in Germany, Roth concluded 

that France was the only solution as it was the only country left, whose police force and 

administration were able to see the personal, human aspect of the migrant, especially the Jewish 

refugee, into account. “Der bittere Lebenskampf der Ostjuden, der gegen ‘die Papiere’, wird in 

Paris gemildert. Die Polizei ist von einer humanen Nachlässigkeit. Sie ist zugänglicher der 

Individualität und dem Persönlichen. Die deutsche Polizei hat Kategorien. Die Pariser Polizei 

läßt sich leicht überreden. In Paris kann man sich anmelden, ohne viermal zurückgeschickt zu 

werden.”203 As a counterpoint to immigration protocol in the Weimar Republic, whom Roth saw 

as prioritizing documentation, the French could be personally persuaded and pursued as a place 

of refuge.  

 However, as more and more migrants reached the French border, immigration protocols 

were reformed in the 1930s. As Roth, explains, “der einzige Staat, der bis jetzt den deutschen 

Emigranten gültige Papiere ausgestellt hat — die aber auch nicht volle Bewegungsfreiheit 
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bedeuten —, ist Frankreich. Auch diese Papiere wurden nur einer beschränkten Anzahl deutscher 

Emigranten ausgefolgt, jenen, die vor einem bestimmten Termin nach Frankreich geflüchtet 

waren - und nur unter gewissen Bedingungen.”204 Once able to see past the paperwork, fear of 

more refugees from the east prompted harsher regulations in Paris.205 Historically, this was yet 

another turn for the France, who once proudly abolished passports as the National Assembly 

completed its constitution in Paris in 1791.  
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CHAPTER 2 

ROTH’S CRITICISM OF POLICE IN DEMOCRATIC AUSTRIA AND GERMANY 

 

“Manchmal, um mich unter [Opfer] zu mischen, begebe ich mich in ein Polizeiamt”          
— An Introduction to Roth’s Criticism of Police Across Europe 

 
 Alongside the depiction of the legal enforcement of passports and visas, Roth’s 

journalism focused on the policing practices of the states that formed after the First World War. 

Everywhere he traveled, Roth reported back about the behavior of the police — most presciently 

in Austria, Hungary, Germany, France, Poland, Soviet Russia, Albania, and Italy. Due to his 

frequent traveling and the changing nature of European governments from his first essays in 

1919 to those that went unpublished in the late thirties, Roth was able to witness the role of the 

police within the formation of these various nation-states and eventually under the regimes of 

Benito Mussolini, Joseph Stalin, and Adolf Hitler.  

 Roth’s perception of the police was informed both by personal experience, individual 

accounts, and by specific depictions of the bureaucratic institutions that worked in conjunction 

with police enforcement. According to Roth, the policing bodies in the nation-states formed after 

World War One dehumanized the average citizen in their purview — much like the paper world 

of the passport. An important distinction, however, was that this dehumanization did not take 

place in the mediated world of paper but face-to-face. Such altercations became not only 

aggressive but also fatal. In Roth’s writings, he focused on re-humanizing those individuals lost 

in an attempt to shed light on the brutal interactions between citizens and law enforcement. 

 Beginning in Vienna, where he resided after the end of the war until May of 1920, Roth 

narrated the various facets of its aftermath:  border control, occupation, and police presence in 

the streets due to the political tumult of the time. As he recalled, “Ratlosigkeit überfiel mich nach 
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Kriegsende im Jahre 1918. Als Soldat gabe es für mich keine Verwendung mehr, und einen 

anderen Beruf hatte ich nicht. So wurde ich Journalist. Am Wiener Neuen Tag war ich für 

‘Vermischtes’ zuständig. Zwei Jahre lang mußte ich mich auf Polizeirevieren mit Mördern und 

Kommunisten abgeben.”206 Here, in his recollection from 1938, Roth remembered reporting on 

the additional policing forces that were established in an attempt to secure public order.  

 Moreover, the Austrian police was divided into three branches:  the Local Police, the 

Provincial Police, and the Federal Police. In Vienna, the police force was comprised in part by 

the departments of the Central Police Office and by the District Police. “Policing the streets and 

open spaces” of Vienna fell to the Sicherheitswache, or Constabulary. In addition, “an armed and 

uniformed” Federal Constabulary, “organized on military lines” also existed throughout Austria 

“for the support of the authorities in the maintenance of public peace, order and safety, and the 

administration of the existing laws and regulations.”207 In Vienna, in particular, the Town Watch, 

or Stadtschutzwache, “was formed at the end of the year 1918 on account of the greatly increased 

criminal activity which followed the revolution.”208 Not only would Roth comment on each of 

these policing bodies, but he would also give an especially gruesome account of the late-night 

activities of the Wiener Wachtmänner.  

 The Red Army and peasant militias in both Austria and Hungary, who continuously vied 

for power and control over the newly formed territories in the war’s aftermath, were both 

involved in revolutionary fighting. As Bela Bodo explains, “The violation of peasants’ material 

interests and cultural sensitivities by the new Soviet Republic, founded at the end of March, led 
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to the peasant uprisings first on the Hungarian Plain and later in the western parts of the country 

in the spring and summer of 1919.”209  In the summer of 1919, Roth touched briefly on this topic 

as he traveled in between Austrian and Hungarian territories and witnessed the presence of the 

Red Army, peasant, and civic militias alongside the aforementioned police units of the state.  

Although Roth describes the groups he saw based on their outward appearance, these forces were 

often employed under multiple branches. “The two most infamous paramilitary groups, Prónay 

and Ostenburg officers’ companies, which grew into battalion size with about 1,500 men each in 

late 1919, remained part of the regular armed forces until 1921. Then, to keep them far from 

entente interference, the government put them under the gendarme command.” However, as 

Bodo explains, the two battalions actually served as the praetorian guards for Miklós Horthy, the 

Hungarian admiral who became the Regent of the Kingdom of Hungary in 1920. Between 1920 

and 1922 these forces, the military and the paramilitary szabadcsapatok, or the Hungarian 

equivalent of the German Freikorps, were predominantly intertwined.210 

 The fluidity, described by Bodo, can also be read with regard to the Austrian policing 

bodies, as Roth’s recounts in his travel essays reporting from the Burgenland.  As Roth wanders 

through the small villages between the still-forming territories of Austria to Hungary, he too 

paints in his essays an ambiguous picture of the Gendarmes, the Red Army soldiers, and 

indecipherable policing bodies in the surrounding wooded setting. 

 Back in Vienna, Roth became less than enthusiastic about his journalistic prospects, and 

by 1920 he moved to Berlin, the burgeoning cultural capital, to further his career. “In den Heften 

der Freien Deutschen Bühne tauchte Roths Name zum erstenmal nach seiner Übersiedlung nach 
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Berlin auf,”211 writes his biographer David Bronsen. Yet, his days of reporting on “murders and 

communists” were far from over. Roth arrived in Berlin just after the failed anti-republican 

Kapp-Lüttwitz Putsch212, which eventually resulted in the formation of the Schutzpolizei, a police 

force he would later heavily critique.  On March 13, 1920, Commander Hermann Ehrhardt’s 

Free Corps received orders from General Walther von Lüttwitz to March on Berlin and began the 

putsch against the SDP government controlled by Minister of Defense Gustav Noske, Chancellor 

Gustav Bauer, and President Friedrich Ebert. As Robert G. L. Waite narrates, the morning of 

March 13, 1920, was “to be one of the most decisive conferences in the history of the Weimar 

Republic.”213 Noske assembled his generals, specifically General Walther Reinhardt and Colonel 

General Hans von Seeckt, in the early hours of the morning and asked them to fire on the 

approaching Free Corps. However, since the Republican Army itself was comprised of various 

Free Corps regiments, von Seeckt insisted that the comrades not fight against one another. Noske 

then asked for the police to be mobilized. However, von Seeckt again informed him that “the 

police were making common cause with the putschists.”214 

 This news came as a shock to Noske, who thought that the newly formed police force, the 

Sicherheitspolizei (SiPo), was explicitly designed to combat the putsch. The Sipo, as it was 

called, was formed in addition to the Berliner Schutzmannschaft to protect the capital from 

further uprisings, since the Schutzmannschaft was unable to impede the attempted Revolution of 

1918. As Hsi-Huey Liang points out in his study, The Berlin Police Force in the Weimar 

Republic, “together with the Federal Ministry of Defense and the commanding officers of the 
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Garde-Kavallerie-Divison in Berlin, preliminary plans were worked out to absorb the military 

units on security duty—mainly the free corps—into the police and to make the bulk of a special 

police army, trained for house-to-house fighting, under the name of ‘Sicherheitspolizei’.”215 At 

first, the Sipo simply failed to suppress Commander Ehrhardt and his naval brigade during the 

putsch. Then, unlike the Schutzmannschaft two years prior, many members of the Sipo 

spontaneously aided the insurgents. The Sipo, however, only lasted about six months, after the 

Allies had banned all paramilitary groups in July of 1919 and demanded definitively on June 22, 

1920, that the Sipo be disbanded within three months.  

 The formation, composition, and attitude of the Schutzpolizei, or Schupo, are imperative 

in understanding Roth’s critique of the police in Berlin. Between 1920 and 1927, when the first 

edition of Juden auf Wanderschaft appeared, Roth critiqued the Berliner Behörde and the 

Schupo (among other branches) in various essays published in newspapers ranging from the left-

liberal Berliner Börsen-Courier and the weekly satirical Der Drache to the central SPD organ, 

Vorwärts and the democratic Frankfurter Zeitung. Not only did Roth mention his encounters and 

eye-witness accounts in Berlin, but took to his pen to critique the political police, the traffic 

police, and the criminal police, especially with regard to the unexplained death of a Galician 

immigrant, Oleksa Solonenko. More generally, except for one instance during New Year’s Eve 

1925, Roth painted a brutal and discriminatory picture of the Berlin authorities, especially 

towards immigrants from the east, Jews, and women. 

 Roth’s attention to the police followed him once he left Berlin in 1925. After he agreed to 

stay with the Frankfurter Zeitung, if he could report from Paris as a correspondent, Roth found a 
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year’s reprieve from police reporting.  But by May 1926, Friedrich Sieburg replaced Roth in 

Paris for the Frankfurter Zeitung, and Roth was sent to travel through Russia that Fall as a 

special correspondent. Almost a decade after the October Revolution, Roth witnessed first-hand 

the changes under the Soviet regime, especially with regard to the Staatspolizei, which, as he 

exaggeratingly phrased it, surpassed the talents of an omniscient God.216 By this time, however, 

Roth’s nuance for behavior of law (or party) enforcement allowed him to differentiate the 

distinct Soviet-style as prophylactic, rather than policing, which spoke to the Soviet’s concerted 

effort to remove the tsarist police, which was perceived to uphold bourgeois ideals, and to 

replace it with the new concept of the militia. As Louise Shelley sharply states in her study, 

Policing Soviet Society:  The Evolution of State Control, “Bolshevik expectations of the militia 

were greater than those the autocracy had had of the tsarist politsiia. Whereas the tsarist regime 

viewed the police as merely maintaining the status quo, the Bolsheviks had an activist view of 

policing and saw the militia as an agent of social change.”217 Although the militia could not 

guarantee social change, the Bolsheviks created an atmosphere where the militia felt almost 

omnipresent. To this extent, Roth expressed the paradox of a society wherein he thought he 

could discuss everything from war to pacifism, yet with the clear understanding that he was 

surrounded by secret police so subtle, it was barely noticeable.218  

 The subtlety of a police force, however, was not to be found on Roth’s subsequent trips to 

Albania and the former Yugoslavia in May of 1927 and the Second Republic of Poland in May 

of 1928. On the contrary, Roth explicitly characterized the internal problems of the Balkans to 
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generally include the normalcy of police beatings, unfounded investigations, and bureaucratic 

capriciousness.219 On the one hand, in Belgrade, harsh police behavior was starkly juxtaposed 

against the overall hospitality of the people. “Die Polizei ist brutal, die Menschen sind 

freundlich.”220 Poland, on the other hand, proved to be brutal with regard to massive and perhaps 

unlawful prison sentences often based only on alleged conspiracy. In Poland, Roth relied on his 

experience while reporting on the Viennese police. In order to get to know local ‘victims,’ he 

would hang around police offices in Lodz.  “Manchmal, um mich unter sie zu mischen, begebe 

ich mich in ein Polizeiamt, wo Opfer am sichersten anzutreffen sind. Eine Regel, lieber Freund - 

und sie gilt ohne Ausnahme für alle Länder.”221 The sentiment that a reporter could easily find 

victims at a police precinct remained true for Roth, but also began to expand as he witnessed the 

increase of police and policing behaviors in other institutions.   

 Frequently commuting between Germany, Austria, and France between 1928 and 1930, 

Roth began to publish essays of how he saw other institutions incorporate policing behaviors into 

their policies and procedures. For example, Roth critiqued hotel policy in Italy, where he focused 

on the impact of the police under the fascist regime. The impression of Mussolini’s Italy in the 

Fall of 1928 compelled Roth to devote an entire article to describing the “all-powerful” Italian 

police force. Although Italy is known historically for the Corps of Carabinieri, or the first police 

force established 1814 by the King of Piedmont to imitate the French National Gendarme, 

Mussolini added his force, the former paramilitary wing, the Blackshirt Militia, or the Milizia 

Volontaria Sicurezza Nazionale (MVSN) in 1923 to the well-established Carabinieri and the 
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State Police formed in 1852. According to Richard Collin, “Mussolini had been arrested too 

many times to be fond of any police force, and he moved to isolate and divide them. ... They [the 

Blackshirt Militia, K.B.] never accomplished much in any field [as an army or police force, 

K.B.], but their existence served to remind the arrogant Carabinieri that the government had 

other options.”222 Contrary to the Blackshirt Militia, however, the State Police under Mussolini 

was highly efficient in repressing dissonance, and the secret police, the Organizzazione per la 

Vigilanza e la Repressione dell'Antifascismo or OVRA established in 1927, succeeded in 

procuring a wealth of information.223 Due to this repression, the freedom of the press was 

severely inhibited — a facet of Italy that Roth was keen to bring to light in his articles during this 

time. 

 After his trip to Italy in 1928, Roth’s professional freedom to write for any paper was 

also subject to contractual negotiations with the Frankfurter Zeitung, and by 1930 he would quit 

writing for the Frankfurter Zeitung altogether. The year 1930 was particularly difficult for Roth 

personally, when his wife Friedl’s mental health worsened. First, he was advised that Friedl 

should return to her hometown in Vienna. Eventually, she was placed in Rekawinkel, a 

sanatorium on the outskirts Vienna.224 The painful process in caring for Friedl devastated Roth, 

and he felt frustrated with psychiatric institutions in both Berlin and Vienna. Outraged by the 

lack of medical care his wife received, Roth publically criticized psychiatric institutions in the 

pages of the Viennese independent weekly, Das Tage-Buch. In 1930, Roth’s second planned trip 

to Soviet Russia fell through. Instead, he traveled extensively throughout Germany, from the 

Harz region to the Ruhrgebiet, but would not make any further big trips, or “große Reisen” as 
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Bronsen referred to the first excursions to Soviet Russia.225 In between trips, Roth would also 

write his two most well-known novels, Hiob and Radezkymarzsch.  But by January 1933 when 

the Nazis rose to power, Roth would remain in Parisian exile until his death in 1939.  

 In the early 1930s as the National Socialist rose to power, Roth reported much like his 

days in Berlin, namely by characterizing the ideal occupations supported by the German state. 

“Als wären Industrie, Armee, Ministerien, Polizei, SA-Mannschaften der Staat: alle, nur nicht 

der Dichter!”226 Roth’s exclamation was an exaggeration to a certain extent, since the National 

Socialists indeed celebrated writers they wanted to claim as poets supportive of their concept of 

German, even creating a cult around the Romantic poet Friedrich Hölderlin.227 After 1933, 

Roth’s most concrete critique of policing bodies targeted the secret police, most notably when he 

reported on the preparations for Mussolini’s potential trip to Germany in 1934. According to 

Roth, the secret police did not operate in secret anymore, because the police presence became an 

indicator of strength for dictators politicking with fear. 

 Lastly, before Roth’s death in 1939, he would return to write on the role of the French 

police in immigration policy. Compared to earlier critiques of bureaucracy in Germany and 

Austria a decade earlier, Roth painted broad generalizations indicative of the pervasive character 

of the new visa regulations. As Clifford Rosenberg explains, “[s]urveillance activity intensified 

sharply once more after Édouard Daladier came to power on 10 April 1938.”228 Once able to see 

past the paperwork, fear of more refugees from the east prompted harsher regulations in Paris. 
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“Implemented by then Minister of the Interior Albert Sarraut, the decree-laws of 1938 granted 

sweeping new powers to the police. [...] The combination of massive arrivals and draconian new 

decree-laws sharply increased the severity of enforcement. The Prefecture took its strict new 

marching orders and faithfully carried them out.”229 These new Parisian policies to distance those 

seeking refuge are reflected in Roth’s later essays.  After twenty years of writing and describing 

the interactions of various policing bodies and how they interact with other members of the 

societies they inhabit, the details Roth once used are no longer included. Instead, his protagonist 

appears as “der arme Mann” who must arrive every two weeks at the police station only for the 

chance to potentially obtain the proper visa. The generalization of the individual with a given 

proper name suggests an all too common occurrence.  As the Paris Prefecture continued to see an 

influx of refugees in 1938, Roth could have given the poor man just about a half a million proper 

names. 

 

“‚Dienst,’ [der] nicht Herzlosigkeit bedingt” — Roth’s Message to the Viennese 
Constabulary 

 
 Over the course of Roth’s extensive critique of police forces across the European 

continent, one of two positive comments Roth directed towards such institutions was made on 

behalf of the Wiener Sicherheitswache, or Viennese Constabulary. As he reported in 1919 on a 

jubilee in honor of the institution—and mourned the loss of his Austro-Hungarian homeland—

Roth’s nostalgia for the empire came on quickly as he hoped the police force at least could return 

to days when policing was not a ruthless, heartless profession. 

 In July of 1919, Roth penned a short piece for liberal-leaning paper, Der Neue Tag, on 

the fiftieth anniversary of the Wiener Sicherheitswache. In his opinion, not without a tone of 
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irony, the number of constables organically increased along with the city. “Wien ist wohl eine 

der ganz wenigen Großstädte, in denen die Polizei einen organischen Bestandteil der 

Bevölkerung bildet, aus dieser heraus- und mit ihr zusammengewachsen.”230 Conflicting with 

this organic growth, however, were the dire times after the war, which pressured the 

Constabulary to crack down with rigor.  

Aber weder daraus soll der Polizei ein Vorwurf gemacht werden noch auch aus dem 
Umstande, daß dieselbe Wiener Polizei gerade in den letzten Wochen, sicherlich gegen 
ihren Willen, rigoroser, als es ihre Art ist, werden mußte. Beweist doch das erstere, daß 
‚Dienst’ nicht Herzlosigkeit bedingt, und das zweite, daß die Strenge zur richtigen Zeit 
angewendet wird. Und so verdient es unsere Polizei, daß ihrer heute, da sie das 
fünfzigjährige Jubiläum ihres Bestandes feiert, gedacht werde. 231   
 

The briefly mentioned “Umstände” refer to the historical context of the time, more specifically 

the series of putsch attempts that began at the end of October 1918. In June 1919, a few weeks 

prior to the Jubilee, an uprising took place whereby “protest movements instigated by local 

communists as well as ‘Hungarian emissaries’ attempted a coup d’état in Vienna.”232 Whether all 

of these events following the demise of the Habsburg Monarchy are considered a revolution is 

debated,233 however, as Wolfgang Maderthaner has phrased it, Vienna definitively experienced a 

“revolutionary fever.”234 “Against the backdrop of persistent destitution and mass 

unemployment, revolutionary activities in Vienna started to pick up again [after November 1918, 

K.B.] following the proclamation of the Soviet Republic in Munich on the 7th of April 1919, and 
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the victories of the Hungarian Red Army in Southern Slovakia in May 1919.”235  The first 

attempted coup occurred, on the 17th of April, when the Austrian communists and Hungarian 

emissaries stormed and set fire to the parliament building in Vienna’s Ringstrasse. The police 

and the newly formed Volkswehr, which was assembled in November 1918 as a reaction to the 

existence of the Red Guard, were called in to suppress the uprising and police against their own 

people.   

 Comprised mainly of former soldiers returning from the front, the Volkswehr was praised 

in hindsight by Otto Bauer, the Austrian Social Democratic Party leader and Minister of Foreign 

Affairs at the time, in his 1923 reflection on the revolution. “Zudem durften wir den Kampfwert 

unserer Volkswehr nicht überschätzen; die Autorität des kaiserliclien Offizierskorps war 

zusammengebrochen, ein republikanisches, gar ein proletarisches Offizierskorps hatten wir noch 

nicht erziehen können.”236 Although created by the Socialist government, both the Communists 

and the Socialists continuously vied for their support and loyalty. By June 1919, the communist 

leadership was planning another putsch by pursuing the Volkswehr with direct propaganda and 

calling on them to take up arms in the streets on June 15th, 1919 — “the deadline set by the inter-

Allied armistice commission for a substantial downsizing of the Austrian army.” 237 The 

communist plan, however, was intercepted the night before to the putsch, and several organizers 

were arrested. Their imprisonment led to a protest outside the city jail, which prompted the 

Wiener Sicherheitswache to open fire. Twenty people were killed in total, and the execution of 

police force ended the second attempt at a Communist putsch.  
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 After this start to a violent summer, the Viennese police, in late July 1919, celebrated the 

institution they recently fought to uphold.  While recognizing the unprecedented situation they 

faced, Roth emphasized and also simultaneously and suggestively reminded the police of their 

recent radicalization. This tone, however, would change quickly over the next few months as 

Roth continued to come across instances of violent policing.  

 

“An der Grenze stehen sechs Gendarmen und ein Polizeispitzel” — Roth on Policing the 
Austrian-Hungarian Border 

 Heartlessness, moreover, would reign as Roth encountered more policing bodies of 

fragile states undergoing political upheaval. Just as the Austrian government was fighting off 

revolutionary attempts, so was Hungary. “From the very first day of its existence, [March 20th, 

1919, K.B.] Soviet Hungary, a product of the fight for the country’s national borders, was at war 

with Romania and Czechoslovakia.”238  Only eight days after Bela Kun’s Hungarian Soviet 

Republic was overthrown by Romanian forces protecting their border — initially threatened by 

Kun — Roth traveled to the Burgenland on August 8th, 1919. Since newly drawn borders 

between the First Austrian Republic and the short-lived Hungarian Soviet Republic were also 

ambiguous in their inception, it was on this trip that Roth witnessed a new and perplexing type of 

border as policies between Austria and Hungary continued to be worked out. In his reporting, 

Roth highlights the day-to-day realities of a fundamental problem: how to carve nation-states out 

of an empire in which ethnic groups did not live within compact and distinct boundaries.   

 To begin, Roth disclosed his knowledge on the subject of borders. According to Valentin 

Langensack, Roth’s professor of Geology at the University of Vienna, there were once two types 

of borders, natural and political.  In 1919, however, as Roth claims, the natural borders ceased to 
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exist:  political borders might coincide with geographical occurrences (i.e. sees, lakes, and 

mountain ranges), but they are nonetheless political since they must be agreed upon by 

neighboring governments. What was once represented on maps as points, strokes, and lines, are 

now, as Roth puts it, experienced as “Schikanen, Leidenswege, Passionen, Golgathas, 

Kreuzigungen: mit einem Wort: Visitationen ...”239 However, these theoretical classifications 

Roth learned of before the war would pose problems as he set out from Vienna to travel through 

Heanzenland, or what is now known as the Burgenland.240 Here, he ran into what he described as 

a new and unforeseen border—the unnatural border.241 

 Roth defines the start of an “unnatural border” at the police headquarters.  “Am Ringplatz 

ist die Polizeidirektion, und hier beginnt die unnatürliche Grenze. Denn seltsamerweise genügt 

ein vorschriftsmäßiger deutschösterreichischer, mit allen Visa versehener und mit allen 

unleserlichen Unterschriften sämtlicher Polizeiräte und -kommissäre der Welt vollgeschmierter 

Paß nicht, um die Grenze zu überschreiten.”242 The political borders corresponded with 

bureaucratic paperwork, i.e., the passports and visas agreed upon by their respective governing 

bodies as well as the neighboring institutions. Outside of the realm of that paperwork, Roth then 

encountered the Grenzüberschreitungsbewilligung, or the border-crossing consent, which he also 

found to be an “unnatural” documents. 

Man muß sich außerdem noch eine Grenzüberschreitungsbewilligung in Wiener-Neustadt 
holen. Und das ist der Anfang der Grenze. Diese selbst liegt eine halbe Stunde hinter 
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Wiener-Neustadt. Es ist Abend, und da ich leider kein Schleichhändler bin, habe ich die 
Absicht, am Morgen die Grenze zu überschreiten.243 
 

Here, there is some confusion as to the start of the unnatural border. Does the Polizeidirektion or 

the Grenzüberschreitungsbewilligung start a singular, unnatural border? Or does the ambiguity 

as to where this type of border begins constitute the “unnaturalness”?  

 As Roth recounts, there are two paths towards the Burgenland:  the illegal trade route 

through the forest or the legal passage through Wiener-Neustadt. In order to leave Wiener-

Neustadt, however, a traveler must obtain the new permit, or what Roth correspondingly termed, 

an “unnatural” permit to cross the border.  The additional documentation astonished Roth. His 

tone ironically comments on the ability of a traveler to obtain such a permit in one day’s time, 

given that the office to secure the border-crossing permit is itself a half an hour away from 

Wiener-Neustadt.  

 Whether the limitations began with the police or paperwork, the “unnatural” border did 

not stop at the police in Roth’s varied experience. When Roth tried to check into a hotel for the 

night in order to legally cross the political border the next day, certain unspoken limitations again 

impeded his travel plans.  

Um aber in Wiener-Neustadt übernachten zu können, muß man in Mattersdorf geboren 
sein. Ausgerechnet in Mattersdorf. Das erfuhr ich im Hotel Central, wo ich demütig fragte, 
ob ich ein Zimmer haben könne. Darauf erhielt ich keine Antwort. Nichtsdestoweniger 
wartete ich. An der Grenze gilt das Sprichwort: Keine Antwort ist nächstens eine 
Antwort.244   
 

The check-in counter in Mattersdorf’s Hotel Central acted much like border control, albeit not 

sanctioned by the state. Instead, the hotel clerk performed an inquiry of the visitor and was 

instructed to turn away all guests who were not born in Mattersdorf. At a crossroad in Wiener-
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Neustadt, Roth narrated, somewhat ironically, his stroke of luck, when he happened to watch 

another guest, born in Mattersdorf, register for a room and then suddenly leave the hotel. Roth 

claims to have taken on this man’s identity to obtain a room. He then secured the room for the 

night by bribing and threatening the maid with a revolver.  

 The next morning Roth made his way to the Burgenland border. Again, he recounts his 

problem: there are train tracks but no working trains. This evidence, he suggests, shows more 

examples of this type of unnatural border.  “Am Morgen ging ich eine halbe Stunde lang, ehe ich 

die eigentliche Grenze erreichte. Es führt zwar ein Geleise direkt von Wiener-Neustadt nach 

Sauerbrunn, aber der Zug verkehrt nicht. Erstens, weil es eine unnatürliche Grenze ist, zweitens, 

damit die Reisenden ihre Koffer schleppen können.”245 For Roth, crossing the border is not 

simply traveling from one place to another, which would be the case when crossing a “political” 

border. This crossing is “unnatural” due to the techniques to subvert the already established 

border. Instead of standard train travel on the tracks before him, Roth had to cross on foot. 

Instead of storing luggage and cargo meant for train travel, passengers had to carry bags longer 

than expected. Instead of signifying locations as road signs when traveling, the unnatural borders 

were to function like invisible walls in order to obstruct and discourage movement. 

 The invisible only became visible in the context of interaction, inspection, and control. 

Along the so-called unnatural border, Roth incurred two inspections:  a customs inspection by an 

Austrian gendarme and a documentation inspection by a Hungarian Rotgardist, Red Guard. 

An der Grenze stehen sechs Gendarmen und ein Polizeispitzel. Einer der Gendarmen 
besieht sich den Paß, ein zweiter tastete mich ab und fragte: ‚Haben Sie keine Ware?’ Wie 
naiv! Ich bin doch neugierig, ob ihm ein Schmuggler schon je gestanden hat, daß er Ware 
mithabe. Nichtsdestoweniger sage ich vorschriftsmäßig: ‚Nein!’, worauf ich passiere. 
Zwanzig Schritte weiter versucht ein analphabetischer Rotgardist einen Paß zu 
buchstabieren. Das dauert lange. Ausgerechnet an meinem Paß will der Gute Deutsch lesen 
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lernen. Ich muß ihm zwei Zigaretten geben, worauf er jeden Versuch zu studieren auf- und 
mir den Paß zurückgibt. 246 	

 
Here, Roth characterized the procedure of the new Austrian Railway Gendarmerie, established in 

1918, which consisted of two sections: “the section that does the actual policing” and “the 

investigation section which is not in uniform, and assists the Police Headquarters in all matters 

concerning the security of railways and shipping, the preservation of public order, and 

administration of laws and regulations.”247 The Railway Gendarmerie worked in conjunction 

with the Frontier Police Control Stations in the “policing of the frontiers (especially control of 

foreigners and passports).”248 Furthermore, representing Hungarian interests were, on the one 

hand, Rotgaristen, and on the other hand members of the Royal Hungarian Gendarmerie and the 

Customs Guard, which controlled Hungary’s frontiers.249  

 Roth spoke to the plethora of guards on the border a month prior to his trip in an article 

entitled “Bruck and Kiralyhida.”250 All of the aforementioned guards used to be subjects of the 

Dual Monarchy in the city Bruck-Kiralyhida, but after the revolution, the hyphen was dropped 

along with the monarchy. Roth used the hyphen as a metaphor for the transformation of the 

physical bridge, which once connected the two parts of the city, into a border. “Wenn man 

eigentlich genauer hinsieht, ist der Bindestrich noch da. Er heißt nur anders. Er ist ein 

Scheidestrich geworden. Statt zu binden, trennt er. Um es mit einem Wort zu sagen: Es ist eine 

Grenze. Der Bindestrich ist besetzt. Diesseits von deutschösterreichischen Gendarmen, jenseits 
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von Rotgardisten.”251 Although the frontier was patrolled on each side, the divide was not as 

deep as it appeared. Roth saw past the new divide and continued to explain the residual 

connection between the guards. “Um einen billigen Ausgleich herzustellen, hat die 

deutschösterreichische Regierung genauso viele Polizeiagenten hergeschickt wie die ungarische 

Agitatoren. Man verträgt sich ausgezeichnet und verkehrt in denselben öffentlichen Lokalen. Um 

einander besser beobachten zu können, spielt man miteinander eine Partie Billard.”252  Although 

the bridge remained a border, the guards still moved in similar circles, thus complicating the 

reality of creating enclosed nation-states.  

  The indistinct boundaries made themselves all the more apparent the further Roth 

wandered into Hungary. After finally arriving in Neudörfl, the place Roth referred to as the “die 

Introduktion vom Heanzenland,”253 Roth describes his walk down the main street in the small 

village on a Sunday, where the children play in the streets, and the women do the laundry after 

church. In the evening, Roth made his way to a guesthouse in Neudörfl. As he walked in, he was 

surprised to see a gendarme in full uniform.  

Drin sitzt ein deutschösterreichischer Gendarm in voller Ausrüstung. Was macht der hier? 
Doch nicht schon Okkupation? Um Gottes willen! Nein! Waldheim am Lichtenwerd ist 
nämlich - wieder Deutschösterreich! Nun sage mir einer, das wäre keine unnatürliche 
Grenze. Ein deutschösterreichischer Hemdzipfel liegt zwischen Ungarn und Ungarn. Und 
auf dem Hemdzipfel ein Gasthaus, und im Gasthaus ein Gendarm! Welch eine seltsame 
Grenze! 254   
 

Roth’s first impression when seeing a German-Austrian gendarme was occupation, however, for 

the gendarme it was simply another part of Deutschösterreich, which then just so happened to be 

entirely surrounded by Hungary. Along these tenuous borders, additional physical police 
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presence added reinforcement. As night fell on Waldheim am Lichtenwerd, Roth witnessed the 

unnatural border appear once more.  

Gleich hinter dem Gasthaus beginnt der Wald. Im Walddunkel steht ein Mann mit einem 
Revolver und ruft: ‚Hände hoch!’ Auf diesen Anruf hin bleiben vier ungarische 
Rotgardisten stehen, die gerade nach Waldheim wollten. Der Polizeiagent tastet sie ab, 
kommandiert: ‚Vorwärts! Marsch!’ und führt sie in das Innere des Waldes. Es ist doch ein 
bißchen unheimlich an einem Orte, an dem ein Land noch nicht aufhört und ein zweites 
noch nicht beginnt. 255   
 

When four Hungarian Red Guards appeared, and crossed the border to the guesthouse, agents 

from the aforementioned investigation section of the Railway Gendarme promptly escorted them 

into the forest and presumably out of the small portion of Deutschösterreich. Here, an astute 

observer accounted for the precarious and eerie fluctuation between newly formed states, which 

rely on the police to enforce their existence. With this incident, Roth was able to translate to the 

public the uncanny practicality of armistice. Almost a year after the Treaties of Saint Germain 

and Trianon, which established the borders of Austria and Hungary respectively, Roth’s series of 

articles opened up the complex problem of parsing an empire into nation-states.   

 

“[E]in neugegründeter Sicherheitskörper, der andere Körper in Unsicherheit bringt” 
— Roth’s Criticism of the Viennese Town Watchmen 

 Back in Vienna, additional police forces were established in an attempt to maintain peace 

and public order in the streets. For this purpose, the Austrian police were divided into three 

branches:  the Local Police, the Provincial Police, and the Federal Police. In Vienna, the police 

force was comprised in part by the departments of the Central Police Office and by the District 

Police. “Policing the streets and open spaces” 256 of Vienna fell to the Sicherheitswache, or 

Constabulary. Furthermore, “an armed and uniformed” Federal Constabulary, “organized on 
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military lines” also existed throughout Austria “for the support of the authorities in the 

maintenance of public peace, order and safety, and the administration of the existing laws and 

regulations.”257 In Vienna, in particular, the Town Watch, or Stadtschutzwache, which “was 

formed at the end of the year 1918 on account of the greatly increased criminal activity which 

followed the revolution.” 258  However, as Roth recounts, the Town Watch committed criminal 

acts as well.  

 One month after his initial report on the anniversary of the Viennese Constabulary, Roth 

narrated his gruesome encounter with the Viennese Town Watch in September 1919. Much to 

his disbelief, he heard shots fired in the Custozzagase around midnight.  As he confessed his 

cowardice, Roth searched for “was man nie findet: einem Wachmann.”259 After searching for 

about fifteen minutes, he helplessly decided to check on the situation.  As he turned the corner, 

he was relieved to find two patrolmen already on the scene. “Also warf ich einen Blick. Er fiel 

auf zwei patroullierende Stadtschutzleute. Ich war getröstet: Nun ist alles in Ordnung. Der 

Schwerverletzte in ärztlicher Obhut, der Attentäter in Gewahrsam. Oh, unsere brave 

Stadtschutzwache!” 260  However, when Roth pressed the officers for the details, he suddenly 

found himself in a precarious situation.  

Also fragte ich: wie, wo, woher? Darauf zog der eine einen Revolver und sagte: Tadellos: 
Dös is a neicher italiänischer! Mir ham ihn scho ausprobiert! Und der zweite sagte: Der 
geht guat! Worauf ich ging und über den Wandel der Zeiten nachdachte: Nachtwächter, die 
lärmen; die Landstraße als Scheibenschießplatz; das Auge des Gesetzes, das zielt, statt zu 
wachen; ein neugegründeter Sicherheitskörper, der andere Körper in Unsicherheit bringt; 
italienische Revolver als Beute der Schlacht bei Custozzagasse; und manches andere 
dachte ich.261 
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Roth’s detailed thoughts, formed into short ironic phrases, run together in an associative 

semantic style, which expresses his shock at to the ability of the “newly founded” security police 

to endanger other “bodies” in the capital.  This violence was significant for Vienna at a time 

when former members of the empire suddenly became foreigners. Moreover, Roth plays with the 

word “Körper” or “body;” one new entity or body, the Town Watch, endangered another body in 

the singular sense.  

 The Italian body is a highly charged at this time, and therefore attacked by the two local 

authorities as such. Whereas loyal Austrian-Hungarians of Italian nationality were to be 

protected from unwarranted attacks in 1915, even after Italy opened a new front against Austro-

Hungary that Spring,262 once the war concluded, Italians were seen as traitors. In addition, as 

Pieter Judson explains, the Italians were also subject to anti-refugee discrimination, after they 

replaced Galicians in Austro-Hungarian refugee camps. As the Austro-Hungarians were able to 

regain some of the territories in Galicia, fighting continued on the Italian front. “Most Galician 

refugees were moved from Styria and Lower Austria to camps in Bohemia, and many were sent 

back to Galicia later that year. In turn, thousands of Italian-speaking refugees from Trentino 

replaced the Galicians in the Wagna barracks camp (near Leibniz, Styria). Thousands more 

Italian-speakers ended up in camps at Braunau in Upper Austria or Mitterndorf and Pottendorf in 

Lower Austria. 263 At the end of the war, anti-refugee hostility only increased in the aftermath of 

the dissolution of the empire. Once seeking refuge from one part of the empire in another, non-

German-speaking persons were officially foreigners — unwanted and potentially dangerous.  
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“Bis der Jude gemerkt hat, daß ihm nichts anderes übrigbleibt, als falsche Daten 
anzugeben” — Roth’s Analysis the Antisemitic Police Forces in Vienna and Berlin 

 
 Roth’s essay, Juden auf Wanderschaft,264 first published by Die Schmiede Verlag in 

1927, begins by describing the conditions of the eastern European Jews (Ostjuden) living in 

Vienna and westward, namely in Berlin and Paris. In Vienna, most Jews move into what Roth 

defines as a “freiwilliges Ghetto” in Leopoldstadt upon arrival in the second district. There, the 

first order of business involves registering with the police. “Der erste, schwerste Weg führt ihn 

ins Polizeibüro. Hinter dem Schalter sitzt ein Mann, der die Juden im allgemeinen und die 

Ostjuden im besonderen nicht leiden mag. Dieser Mann wird Dokumente verlangen. 

Unwahrscheinliche Dokumente.”265   Producing the required documentation is highly unlikely 

for the Jewish immigrant because the state did not recognize Jewish marriages, and therefore, the 

names of most Jews were lost or unknown. This was not an issue for Christians. To use an 

example, Roth told the story of Leib Nachman. After his parents’ marriage was not recognized, 

“so hießen die Kinder dieser Ehe: Weinstock recte Abramofsky oder auch Abramofsky false 

Weinstock. Der Sohn wurde auf den jüdischen Vornamen Leib Nachman getauft. Weil dieser 

Name aber schwierig ist und einen aufreizenden Klang haben könnte, nennt sich der Sohn Leo. 

Er heißt also: Leib Nachman genannt Leo Abramofsky false Weinstock.”266 Difficulties with 

regard to name, birth dates, citizenship, and evidence of original paperwork arose too for the 

police. As Roth continues: 

Solche Namen bereiten der Polizei Schwierigkeiten. Die Polizei liebt keine 
Schwierigkeiten. Wären es nur die Namen. Aber auch die Geburtsdaten stimmen nicht. 
Gewöhnlich sind die Papiere verbrannt. (In kleinen galizischen, litauischen und 
ukrainischen Orten hat es in den Standesämtern immer gebrannt.) Alle Papiere sind 
verloren. Die Staatsbürgerschaft ist nicht geklärt. Sie ist nach dem Krieg und der Ordnung 
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von Versailles noch verwickelter geworden. 267  

The police and the laws they enforce added to the bureaucratic difficulties posed by Jewish 

immigrants. Ironically, Roth hinted coyly at a larger systemic problem of antisemitism in stating 

that the all-too-frequent fires were random. Implied by Roth’s ironic aside, however, was that the 

strategic arson at the civil registry offices in central and eastern Europe with larger Jewish 

populations came as no surprise to him. Lastly, of course, the war did not help to clarify 

anything, and, in fact, made identity documentation more difficult, as Roth experienced first-

hand in 1921. 

 To navigate these bureaucratic demands identities were falsified. As shown, Roth had 

many experiences crossing borders, and therefore he rhetorically asked himself how the Jewish 

immigrants arrived in in Vienna at all. “Ohne Paß? Oder gar mit einem falschen? Dann heißt er 

also nicht so, wie er heißt, und obwohl er so viele Namen angibt, die selbst gestehen, daß sie 

falsch sind, sind sie auch wahrscheinlich noch objektiv falsch. Der Mann auf den Papieren, auf 

dem Meldezettel ist nicht identisch mit dem Mann, der soeben angekommen ist.”268 But, 

falsifying identification only complicated the problem further and begged the question about 

what to do with the person at the border altogether.  

Aber wenn man ihn zurückschickt, damit er neue Dokumente, anständige, mit zweifellosen 
Namen bringe, so ist jedenfalls nicht nur der Richtige zurückgeschickt, sondern eventuell 
aus einem Unrichtigen ein Richtiger gemacht worden. Man schickt ihn also zurück, 
einmal, zweimal, dreimal. Bis der Jude gemerkt hat, daß ihm nichts anderes übrigbleibt, als 
falsche Daten anzugeben, damit sie wie ehrliche aussehen. Bei einem Namen zu bleiben, 
der vielleicht nicht sein eigener, aber doch ein zweifelloser, glaubwürdiger Namen ist.269 
 

The problems faced by the Jews as they migrated westward also involved setbacks, at least until 

they navigated the problematic system via falsifying documents. By finding a way to acquire an 
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honorable and undeniable name, or rather a believable “dokumentarisches ich,” immigration 

became a possibility. While the Jewish migrants potentially learned from their failures in 

crossing borders, the system, according to Roth, did not.  

 Through this process, however, a negative stereotype became attached to the migrating 

Jew, namely that a Jewish person had the conniving ability to change identity. Yet, as Roth 

points out this victimization process was not one-sided—it involved the society that marginalized 

the Jewish population and excluded them from being a part of officially documented society. 

“Die Polizei hat den Ostjuden auf die gute Idee gebracht, seine echten, wahren, aber verworrenen 

Verhältnisse durch erlogene, aber ordentliche zu kaschieren. Und jeder wundert sich über die 

Fähigkeit der Juden, falsche Angaben zu machen. Niemand wundert sich über die naiven 

Forderungen der Polizei.”270 Due to the multiple extraditions, Roth emphasizes the role of the 

police in Vienna and how their procedures shaped the stereotype and the reality of the Jewish 

migrant.  

 

“Mir begegnete einmal ein rasselnder Polizeiunhold und legte mich fast in Ketten, weil ich 
keinen Paß führte und er mir meine Existenz nicht glaubte” — Roth’s Experience with the 

Police in Berlin. 
 

 In a similar fashion, the police in Berlin shaped the journey of the Jewish migrant. What 

Roth began to describe in Vienna, he compared with the situation in Berlin with a keen sense for 

national differences. Juden auf Wanderschaft describes the impact of the police on the Jewish 

migrants and their documented status in the German capital as well.  Whereas in Vienna, it was 

possible to deport someone with faulty or falsified documentation at the border, once the “trains 

from the east” reached Berlin, the relations between Jewish immigrants and the police 

intensified. “Vom Kampf um die Papiere, gegen die Papiere ist ein Ostjude nur dann befreit, 
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wenn er den Kampf gegen die Gesellschaft mit verbrecherischen Mitteln führt. Der ostjüdische 

Verbrecher ist meist schon in seiner Heimat Verbrecher gewesen. Er kommt nach Deutschland 

ohne Papiere oder mit falschen. Er meldet sich nicht bei der Polizei.”271 Much like in Vienna, the 

Jewish migrant might only be able to live in Berlin by falsifying their identity. This process freed 

them, as Roth put it, from the problematic, perhaps unwinnable fight for legal documentation. 

However, according to Roth, one should not even attempt to register —legally or illegally— in 

Berlin.  

Nur der ehrliche Ostjude—er ist nicht nur ehrlich, sondern auch furchtsam— meldet sich 
bei der Polizei. Das ist in Preußen weit schwieriger als in Österreich. Die Berliner 
Kriminalpolizei hat die Eigenschaft, in den Häusern nachzukontrollieren. Sie prüft auch 
auf der Straße Papiere. In der Inflation geschah es häufig.272  

Contrary to the Viennese police, officers in Berlin took the fight against illegal or non- 

documentation to the streets. Thus, by demanding identification papers of persons on the street 

and in residences, the battle over one’s identity did not stop at the German border. What 

remained in the public institutions in Vienna, moved into potentially all facets of public and 

private life in Berlin. 

 Neither the increase of travel regulation nor the reliance on the police to control 

migrating populations after the First World War were novel to Austria. As Germany experienced 

violent revolutionary attempts, the increase in the militarization and the use of force were 

employed to stabilize the capital. Once stable, various policing bodies formed out of the need to 

maintain this stability. With limitations placed on the armed forces by the Allies, Germany 

attempted to policing bodies for enforcement.  However, this was far from a linear process. 

 Stabilizing Berlin was also compromised by political paramilitarism on both the right and 

the left, in addition to the brutish Free Corps regiments who were against, or felt above, politics 
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altogether.273 The unrest in the capital was violent enough to take cautionary measures by 

moving the convention of the National Assembly to Weimar. The birth of what is now known as 

the Weimar Republic followed only after Berlin’s Schutzmannschaft failed to respond to 

communist and worker-lead uprisings in November 1918 and January 1919, which then required 

extra paramilitary force to violently maintain order in the capital. The evolution of the 

Kaiserliche Schutzmannschaft into the Schutzpolizei (Schupo) of the newly-founded Republic is 

imperative in understanding Roth’s critique of the police in Berlin.  

 By the end of the war, the Berliner Schutzmannschaft, as it was called, became largely 

ineffective. Half of its force had been drafted into the war, and the moral was low partly due to 

being overworked and underpaid.274 City councilor, Emil Eichhorn, an Independent Socialist, 

succeeded in leading the police to support the Workers’ and Soldiers’ Councils for two months 

due to how undecided his subordinates were at the time. As Liang stated, they “hesitated among 

monarchism in the name of loyalty to the king, democracy in name of loyalty to the nation, 

sympathy for the right because of their affinity with soldiers, and political neutrality based on the 

ethics of public servants.”275 Therefore, when large-scale demonstrations erupted in Berlin on 

November 9th, 1918 at the Rathaus, the Reichstag, and various train stations, the police offered 

no resistance. Thus, Chancellor Ebert and the SPD turned to other forces to fight directly against 

the Spartacist Workers throughout the winter of 1918, mainly the free corps of volunteers, which 
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consisted of former frontline soldiers and young, idealistic students, who “demanded immediate 

and drastic action to save the Fatherland.”276  

 Then, by the first of January 1919, the SPD government launched a campaign to oust 

Eichhorn. They claimed he illegally distributed arms to civilians and embezzled public funds.277 

On January 4th, when Chief Constable Eichhorn was removed, the Sparticists once again took to 

the streets in demonstration. Over the next few days, the demonstration turned into another 

uprising much like the one in November 1918. After the Revolutionary Committee and President 

Friedrich Ebert failed to negotiate, Ebert, a Social Democrat, sent not only the reserve military 

troops stationed in Berlin but also paramilitary troops in to forcibly stop the revolt. After these 

failed revolutionary attempts, the Sicherheitspolizei was created by adding the former Freikorps 

soldiers and to the Schutzmannschaft. 278 

 The first and only putsch the new Sicherheitspolizei, or Sipo, would face occurred right 

before Roth moved to Berlin. On March 13, 1920, supporters for military putsch of Wolfgang 

Kapp, mainly the Freikorps under the command of General Freiherr von Lüttwitz, marched on 

Berlin and Chancellor Gustav Bauer and President Friedrich Ebert’s SPD controlled government. 

As former Lieutenant Commander Ehrhardt, who only took orders from former General 

Lüttwitz, and his naval brigade marched into the capital, they faced little resistance from the 

Reichswehr, since Gustav Noske, the Minister of Defense, ordered all “loyal troops to remain in 

their barracks.”279   Furthermore, Noske could not mobilize the Sipo either, since the majority of 

them were also loyal to their fellow veterans with whom they once fought side-by-side on both 
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eastern and western fronts.  Therefore, after high-ranking Sipo officers came forward to join the 

rebels, “the men of the Sipo... stood guard outside of government buildings, went on street 

patrol, and manned roadblocks on behalf of the usurpers.”280 Thus, Defense Minister Noske, 

deserted by the army and the police of the Republic, was forced to flee along with the other 

ministers to Dresden as Kapp assumed office in Berlin. After five days, his coup failed, and most 

of the men who revolted returned to the Sipo and were reinstated without question. Furthermore, 

the official dissolution of the Sipo in October 1920 only resulted in the loss of its military 

component, and many men joined the new joint civilian police force called the Schutzpolizei (or 

the Schupo).281  

 Thus, the newly-formed Schupo was Roth’s primary focus for critique, as it is and was 

the largest policing institution with the most personnel and the broadest range of duties. Not only 

did Roth take to his pen to critique the police as an institution, but he also used his encounters 

and eyewitness accounts as vehicles for expressing his skepticism of the individuals who worked 

for it.  

 When Roth first moved to Berlin, he devoted an entire piece to his search for a police 

officer. First published in the Neue Berliner Zeitung - I2-Uhr-Blatt in the Fall of 1920, “Wo ist 

der Schutzmann?” 282 began with a highly sarcastic premise:  to search for a policeman to 

legitimize one’s status as a resident of the middle-European metropolis—Berlin. Going even 

further, Roth claimed, goes out searching for a policeman in order to feel “cultured.” Roth’s 

sarcasm crescendos in a string of descriptors, as he writes: “[m]an muß fühlen, daß man 
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Staatsbürger, Einwohner ist, Registrierter, Katastrierter, unter dem Schutze der Gesetze 

Stehender, polizeilich Gemeldeter, zehnprozentige Steuer Zahlender, kurz: Kulturmensch mit 

Niveau und Hemmungen. Zu solchem Zweck suchte ich einen Schutzmann.” 283 (I/364).  

 While on his journey, Roth stated that he witnessed unexpected, yet propitious 

occurrences between passersby. First, while searching for a policeman in the Bülowerstraße, 

Roth saw a carriage overtook a book cart.  

Aber es war eben kein Schutzmann da. Und so ereignete sich das Überraschende:  
Der Mann vom Bücherkarren sagte: “Nette Bescherung! Jetzt suchst du mir aber die 
Bücher zusammen!”  
Und der Leiterwagenkutscherstieg vom Bock, bückte sich und sammelte die verstreuten 
Bände. Schichtete sie säuberlich auf dem Karren und bestieg dann wieder seinen Bock. 
Nickte dem Bücherkarrenbesitzer freundlich zu, sagte: hui! zu den Pferden und rasselte 
weiter.  
Der Mann mit dem Bücherkarren ging seinen Weg, die Frohenstraße hinunter.  
Das nennt man “gentlemanlike”, wenn es in London geschieht. In Berlin heißt es 
“überraschend”. Wo aber war der Schutzmann?! 284   
 

Given a chance, Roth found the men to have the ability to act like gentlemen, which, as he 

jokingly stated, was surprising for Berlin. However, had the police been there, he posited, the 

situation would have been very different. “Wenn ein Schutzmann dabeigewesen wäre. Sagte ich 

nicht, daß Grün und Blau besänftigend wirken? Die Nähe des Gesetzes macht Verzagte kühn, 

und fühlt man die Anwesenheit einer Rechtsvertretung, so beharrt man auf seinem ‘Recht’.” 285 

As an extension of the law, the police, according to Roth, supported the individual and 

encouraged each party to insist on their “rights”. Next, while searching for the Schutzmann in the 

Leipziger Straße, Roth witnessed another accident in front of Konditerei Hilbrich. As a young 

apprentice walked out to serve a cup of coffee, an elderly gentleman bumped into him and 

caused the porcelain coffee cup to shatter. As Roth recounts, the two men started shouting and 
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blaming one another, causing a scene to unfold.  

Eine Menschengruppe umringte beide. “Wart!” pustete der Herr und drehte sich im Kreise 
nach einem Schutzmann. Der Lehrling hing an einer Rockklappe des Dicken und ließ nicht 
locker und drehte sich mit wie ein Planet um seine Sonne. Man suchte nach einem 
Schutzmann. Der Dicke und der Lehrling.  
Der Lehrling zwitscherte: “Warten Sie, bis ein Schutzmann kommt!” 
“Wart, bis ein Schutzmann kommt”, fauchte der Dicke. Sechsmal hintereinander 
wiederholten beide dieselben Sätze.  
Als aber kein Schutzmann kam, wurden beide wütend - auf den Schutzmann.  
Der gemeinsame Haß versöhnte sie. “Kein Schutzmann!” sagte der Herr.  
“Nein!” sagte der Lehrling.  
Da - zog der Herr sein Portemonnaie und gab dem Jungen fünf Mark für das zerbrochene 
Geschirr. Das war das Segensreiche.  
Wo aber war der Schutzmann?! 286  
 

Again, the gentlemen were given space to resolve their differences due to the lack of a police 

officer. Through these encounters, Roth contradicts his sarcastic, albeit, initial premise:  without 

the police, cultured gentlemen ‘miraculously’ reappear in the city. Lastly, after fleshing out this 

point, he critiques the police directly. After searching for an officer for hours, Roth finally finds 

two Sicherheitswehrleute, after they exited an eccentric concert in Potsdamer Platz. Roth 

concludes the article by indirectly critiquing the police officers on economic grounds, stating that 

“Sie verdienen wahrscheinlich nicht soviel, um sich so einen Kapellmeister einmal näher 

ansehen zu können. Und das ist bedauerlich.” Here, Roth either accuses the officers of living 

above their means, or accuses the state for paying the officers too handsomely, especially when 

they were not doing their job. And that is Roth’s final comment on the matter: it is deplorable, 

“daß erst ein Exzentrikkapellmeister die Polizei hervorlockt, indes so viel Polizeiwidriges bis 

dahin geschah.” 

 Roth, frustrated by both the need for police in the first place and the poor execution of the 

job in the second, criticized the increase in number and social status of the position in Berlin. 
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One year later, he picked up on his critique of the police, while depicting the potential 

occupations of German children. In September of 1921, when reporting for the Berliner Börsen-

Courier, a left-liberal daily newspaper, Roth reflected on the children playing in the street in an 

article entitled “Kinder.” As he envisions them growing up and aspiring towards professional 

success, he ironically poses questions about their future vocational opportunities. “Was kann 

mein Liebling noch alles werden? Ein Staatsanwalt, der mich verurteilt? Ein Grenzrevisor, der 

mit zahlreichen Händen in meinen geheimsten Taschentüchern nach Unmoralitäten stochert?”287 

Public prosecutors and border controllers were the types of positions Roth distrusted. When 

traveling back through his Galician homeland for Frankfurter Zeitung in 1924, he contrasts the 

vocations in Galicia, namely the farmers, with all types of public officers, of which there were 

too many.  

Es ist schwer zu leben. Galizien hat mehr als acht Millionen Einwohner zu ernähren. Die 
Erde ist reich, die Bewohner sind arm. Sie sind Bauern, Händler, kleine Handwerker, 
Beamte, Soldaten, Offiziere, Kaufleute, Bankmenschen, Gutsbesitzer. Zu viele Händler, 
zuviel Beamte, zuviel Soldaten, zuviel Offiziere gibt es.288 
 

Back in Berlin, Roth referred sarcastically to the plethora of bureaucratic occupations open to the 

next generation of workers in Germany, such a tax collector or local councilman, to name a few. 

Police officers, in particular, had many financial opportunities rare in the time of extreme 

inflation. As Liang explains, “To be a policeman in the twenties meant belonging to a 

comparatively secure income group. Unlike most Berliners of comparable social origin, a 

patrolman was sheltered from the drastic consequences of the inflation and the depression.” 289 
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However, this relative financial security during dire times was an influential counterpoint to 

Roth’s argument that there were professions children should distrust. 

 As Roth meditates on the future occupations of German children, an aggravated, yet 

melancholic tone echoes at the close of his remarks, informing how he views the futures of these 

German children.  His take on the police was not simply that there were too many officers of the 

state, but that there were too many ‘monsters’ of the state. Recalling his past encounter with a 

policeman, he writes:  “Mir begegnete einmal ein rasselnder Polizeiunhold und legte mich fast in 

Ketten, weil ich keinen Paß führte und er mir meine Existenz nicht glaubte.”290 Here, for this 

police officer, the line between pedestrian and criminal was as thin as a passport. A police 

officer, who solely relies on documentation, who does not take the individual’s spoken account 

into consideration, and who would jail a person without a passport because they did not 

“believe” in the existence of person standing before them, turned them into an enemy.  

 As Roth continued to report on the police in Berlin, the high-ranking officials of the 

newly-created Schutzpolizei appear as rulers of the city suggesting early on that the young 

republic was expanding into a police state.  In 1924 while writing for the Frankfurter Zeitung, 

Roth describes the subsection of the police, not those on the streets of Berlin, but on the city’s 

literal stages (the Tribüne) who makes such grandiose impressions while directing traffic. 

Der Polizist auf der Tribüne kommt mir anders vor als seine Kollegen auf der Straße. 
Dieser Polizist hat einen besonders buschigen rötlichen Schnurrbart, massive Schultern, 
auf denen eine Menge Verantwortung Platz hat, den kühnen Blick der Türmer und 
Seefahrer, die muskulösen gespreizten Beine eines Matronen Denkmals und die 
entschiedenen befehlenden Armbewegungen eines großen Strategen, der eine Schlacht 
leitet. Seine Lenden sind gegürtet, ein Bajonett hängt an seiner linken, eine Pistole an 
seiner rechten Seite. Er ist der Herrscher über Berlin. 291 
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Always ready for battle, these officers physically impressed the law upon the city and ensured 

their control with weapons, if their stature should fail them. As Roth described, this subsection of 

the police appeared like Greek gods with handlebar mustaches; they looked down upon the 

capital to celebrate their control. Roth goes one step further to depict the police as even more 

than rulers of the city.  

Er ist mehr als ein Herrscher. Seine Tribüne ist mehr als ein Thron. Ergriffen von der 
imposanten Statur und Tätigkeit des Mannes, habe ich plötzlich die Vorstellung, daß er den 
Verkehr nicht regelt, sondern zelebriert; daß sein hölzernes Gestell eine Kanzel ist; daß 
rings um ihn der Gottesdienst der neuen Zeit stattfindet. In frommer Andacht verharren die 
Gefährte auf einen Wink seines Zeigefingers. Wenn Automobile Knie hätten - sie würden 
sich auf sie niederlassen. 292 
 

Although the ‘police gods’ do not regulate the streets, from Roth’s perspective, there were 

officers attempting to do so. In contrast, Roth published an article a few months later in 

November of 1924, which precisely discusses the traffic police on the street. Almost invisible, 

these often-uneducated officers fail to direct traffic in a precise, understandable fashion.  

Den Straßendienst versieht die (‚abkommandierte’) Mannschaft der Schutzpolizei: Diese 
braven und eifrigen Leute machen unnötig weite, fuchtelnde, ausholende Bewegungen mit 
den Armen. Sie wirken nicht exakt und infolgedessen undeutlich und nicht verständlich. In 
der Dunkelheit - die auch ein schwieriges Kapitel ist - sieht man sie kaum. Sie können 
leicht überfahren werden. 293 
 

These lower-ranking officers are not necessarily to blame, according to Roth. “Er müßte nur 

knapper sein und sparsamer mit den Bewegungen. In der Dunkelheit täte ihm eine Lampe 

not.”294 By pointing to the educational practices of the Berlin police academy, and furthermore, 

the city’s general infrastructure in closing, he writes, “Noch besser wäre freilich eine ordentliche 

Stadtbeleuchtung. In belebten und gar nicht abgelegenen Winkeln Berlins sieht es am Abend aus 
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wie in der fernsten, tiefsten Provinz. Die Sparsamkeit des Magistrats hat viele Opfer 

gefordert.”295 The magisterial bureaucracy points towards larger systemic issues resulting in 

victims other than police officers themselves. Here, the night’s darkness can be read both as a 

literal and figurative problem on the streets of Berlin and extended to society at large. In many 

cases, the abuse occurred precisely in the darkness of night.  

 

“Die Berliner Behörde hat die Gewohnheit angenommen, zwischen ‘erwünschten’ und 
‘unerwünschten’ Ausländern zu unterscheiden” — Roth on the Treatment of Foreigners in 

Berlin 
 

 On February 18, 1923, Roth penned a piece for the Prager Tagblatt entitled “Das Schiff 

der Auswanderer.”296  The ship at the center of the essay was destined for the United States, 

Pittsburgh in this case, and with it, emigrants from the east: mostly Jews, but poorer Russians 

and Ukrainians as well. Whereas the Jews were fleeing pogroms and police, the rest of the East, 

according to Roth, “fliehen vor Hunger, Pest und einer langsamen Wohltätigkeit.” 297 Of course, 

to board the ship required every passenger to get past the police, which added stress to the Jews’ 

journey in particular. “Deshalb schwitzen die alten Juden unter den teuren Lasten, die sie auf 

dem gekrümmten Rücken, in steifgefrorenen Händen bis zu dem pausbäckigen, behelmten 

Schutzmann schleppen.”298  Unlike the police officers from whom Jews were fleeing, Roth 

positively paints these officers as almost apathetic towards their duties.  

Dieser Schutzmann ist ein prachtvolles Exemplar einer halb ländlichen, halb 
seemännischen Behörde. Seine runden Wangen sind rot und gleichsam von innen heraus 
leuchtend, als wäre in seinem Mund eine Kerze angezündet wie in einem Lampion an 
Sommernachtsfesten. Alte Schiffsköche sehen so aus. Der Helm, der dunkle Mantel, der 
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Säbel passen nicht zu diesem Salzluftgesicht. Eine große Ruhe geht von diesem, 
unwahrscheinlich leuchtenden, breiten Antlitz aus und eine sanfte Güte, die alle Strenge 
der blinkenden Helmkuppel verleugnet und den Säbel desavouiert. Der Schutzmann steht 
am äußersten Ende der schmalen Brücke, die das Festland mit dem großen Meer 
verbindet.299  

What appeared to be the last obstacle for the weary traveler, turned out, according to Roth, to be 

a benevolent send-off thanks in part to the “meditative effect” of the ocean on the officer, or to 

put less ironically than Roth, the Jews were departing the country and there was no need for the 

police to intervene. Even under the ship’s time constraints, the officer calmly carried out his 

duties without the thought of force: “Man kramt aus unwahrscheinlich verborgenen, in 

Unterhemden eingenähten Brusttaschen Pässe und Schiffskarten hervor und zeigt sie vor. Der 

Schutzmann studiert sie eifrig im Lichte seines eigenen Angesichts.”300 And while Roth ends the 

encounter with the police at this crucial junction, it can be assumed that the passengers boarded 

the ship successfully, since no further scene was left to report back. 

 Most of Roth’s reportage on the subject of police and police officers were not the result 

of a positive encounter, such as at the port of Bremerhaven. Back in Vienna and Berlin, 

especially, Roth not only witnessed police brutality but also noticed discrepancies in police 

work. For example, while reporting for Vorwärts in 1923, Roth recapitulates a police report and 

expresses his frustration with the institution by writing a fictive Polizeibericht through which he 

critiqued both the police for failing to carry out their work and the genre of the report itself for 

failing to provide a vehicle to give an account of death—let alone life.  

 Roth began with a partial account of the death of a Ukrainian farmer. Then, he added a 

fictive story between the gaps of documents and belongings, including a passport, which the 
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police found on the deceased.  

Vor ein paar Tagen starb im Wartesaal vierter Klasse des Schlesischen Bahnhofes der 
zweiundvierzig Jahre alte ukrainische Bauer Oleksa Solonenko. Ein Paket Briefe aus der 
Heimat, einen Paß mit zweiunddreißig Sichtvermerken und Stempeln und eine Halskette 
aus amerikanischem Doublegold fand bei ihm die Polizei. Aus den Papieren des Toten - so 
berichtete sie - gehe hervor, daß Oleksa Solonenko nach zweiundzwanzigjährigem 
Aufenthalt in Brasilien in seine ukrainische Heimat, nach Ostgalizien, zurückkehren 
wollte. Dieser Bericht ist aber unvollkommen. Ich möchte ihn ergänzen.301 
 

At 42, Oleksa, returned to the European continent after a 22-year stay in Brazil. In order to return 

to his East Galician home in the recently established Ukraine, he needed to procure the proper 

papers in Berlin. “In Berlin muß Oleksa Solonenko sich nach einem Paßvisum umsehen. Er steht 

zwei Tage vor fünf Ämtern, dann zwei Stunden vor einem Herrn, der genauso aussieht wie der 

polnische Graf.  Dann kann er weiterfahren; vom Schlesischen Bahnhof aus.”302 Yet, after all of 

the time and trouble to seek out a passport, Oleksa does not live long enough to catch his train. 

Roth does not insinuate foul play; however, his account of the events leading up to Oleksa’s 

death went beyond the scope of the police report to suggest a correlation between the Polish 

count, for whom Oleksa used to work, and the officer in a passport department. At the beginning 

of Roth’s account, he adds in how the Polish count mistreated Oleksa him and coveted his wife. 

“Hält Oleksa nicht immer noch den Hut in der Hand, heult des Grafen Rohrstäbchen durch die 

Luft und trifft Oleksas Backe. Gefällt dem Grafen Oleksas Schwein, so wird es für die 

Schloßküche geschlachtet. Gefällt dem Grafen Oleksas Schwein aber nicht, so gefällt ihm 

Oleksas Frau.”303 Thus when concluding the revised report, the comparison between the officer 

in Berlin and his former Polish master invokes Oleksa’s prior trauma of suppression. He knows 

he is dying when memories of his former master torturing him flash before his eyes. His last 
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thought before death overcame him—whether or not the authorities would let him board the 

train.  In this fictive report, Roth addresses the complexity of the farmer’s life and critiques the 

de-humanization of Oleksa Solonenko by the police and the way in which the police documented 

death. In so doing, Roth was also able to further critique the individual police officers and 

problematic bureaucratic practices within policing institutions. Through Oleksa’s life journey, it 

becomes evident that Roth not only found the homicide detectives and policemen at the border 

barbaric but their report as well.  

 Another way in which Roth directly critiqued the police in Berlin was with statistics. 

Whereas Roth added fictive trains of thought to the story of Oleksa Solonenko, he wrote 

explicitly about foreigners (Fremde) a year later for the Frankfurter Zeitung entitled “Der Schrei 

nach dem Fremden,” first published in February of 1924.304 Tracing the statistics back to 1920, 

Roth reports the steady increase in the number of foreigners in Berlin from roughly 9, 400 in 

January of 1921 to 15, 500 in 1923. He continues to discuss how the Berlin authorities addressed 

this influx.  

Die Berliner Behörde hat die Gewohnheit angenommen, zwischen ‚erwünschten’ und 
‚unerwünschten’ Ausländern zu unterscheiden. Aber sie ist noch immer nicht auf das 
einfache Mittel gekommen, diese und jene zu erkennen. ‚Erwünscht’ sind alle jene 
Ausländer, die mit Paß und Visum kommen und ihren ehrlichen Namen in die 
Fremdenliste des Hotels eintragen. Kurz: Erwünscht sind alle jene Fremden, die aus freien 
Stücken mit der Verwaltungspolizei zu tun haben. Die Unerwünschten sollen in das Gebiet 
der Kriminalpolizei, natürlich nicht freiwillig, sondern wenn diese geschickt genug ist.305  
 

According to Roth, however, the distinctions between ‘desirable’ and ‘undesirable’ foreigners 

were not as clear-cut as the police understood them. The “desirable” foreigners should have been 

easy for the police administration to engage with because part and parcel of being “desirable” 
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meant to have all documents already in order. Yet, as Roth points out, this was a paradox since it 

was nearly impossible to prepare the appropriate papers beforehand. In fact, due to the 

bureaucratic process itself, some potentially ‘desirable’ guests committed ‘crimes.’ 

Der große Denkfehler besteht darin, daß auch die Berliner Verwaltungspolizei 
unerwünschte Ausländer wittert, statt aus soundso viel Erfahrungen zu schließen, daß 
derjenige, der ihr unerwünscht sein könnte, sich freiwillig melden würde. Statt dessen 
vollzieht sich der Berliner Fremdenverkehr so: Der Fremde hat in seinem Paß den Vermerk 
von der Deutschen Gesandtschaft seines Landes: ‚Muß sich innerhalb 24 Stunden bei der 
Polizei melden’ Der Fremde geht also in das sogenannte Polizei-Bezirksamt, wo nicht etwa 
ein erfahrener Kriminalpolizist amtiert, sondern ein Verwaltungsbeamter, der eigentlich 
dem Fremden ausgeliefert ist, statt, wie er sich einbildet, den Fremden ‚am Wickel’ zu 
haben. Die Frage des Beamten lautet: ‚Wie lange wollen Sie bleiben?’ Die Antwort des 
Fremden: ‚Zwei Wochen.’ Hierauf füllt der Fremde einen ‚Fragebogen’ aus mit folgenden 
Fragen: Konfession, Name des Vaters, Name der Mutter, Mädchenname der Mutter, Beruf 
des Vaters. Hierauf schreibt der Beamte sorgfältig den Fragebogen auf einem gelben 
Karton ab und reiht diesen in die Kartothek ein. Darüber hat der Gast einen Vormittag 
verloren, weil der Beamte langsam schreibt und seine Wichtigkeit durch umständliche 
Fragen bestätigt wissen will. 306 

This is only half of the labyrinth a foreign guest needed to run through when attempting to visit 

or pass through Berlin in the mid-1920s. It was not enough to fill out certain forms to be slowly 

processed by the police administration, but if one wanted to legally extend their stay in Berlin, it 

might lead to penalties, fines, and more trouble than it could be worth. 

Hat etwa der Fremde Lust, länger zu bleiben, als sein Visum gültig ist, so muß er im 
Polizeipräsidium bitten, dieses möge das Deutsche Konsulat des betreffenden Landes 
telegraphisch oder brieflich fragen, ob eine Verlängerung möglich sei. Nach einer Woche 
pflegt die Antwort zu kommen: ‘Noch drei Tage gestattet’. Inzwischen hat der Fremde 
jeden zweiten Tag angefragt. Nach einer Woche erfährt er, daß er sich nur die ersten drei 
Tage dieser Woche hier aufhalten durfte, daß er also seinen Aufenthalt um vier Tage 
überschritten habe. Dafür zahlt er eine gebührende Strafe und ist froh, wenn er die 
deutschen Grenzen hinter sich hat. 307 

By the end of attempting to legally stay in Berlin, the foreign guest becomes a criminal on 

record. As Roth describes the process, the bureaucratic procedures play with time in order to 
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make the transition from foreigner to criminal. In Roth’s scenario, the foreigner does everything 

within their power to mitigate the situation by continually inquiring every two days; however, 

that is not enough, especially without a paper record of such inquiry. The paradox Roth 

presented suggested his implication of the German police administration and their antisemitic 

tactics to entrap mainly Jewish migrants in order to deport them. Compared to other countries, 

Roth saw the strict procedures in Berlin as excessive. 

Weder in der Schweiz noch in Österreich, noch in Frankreich sind dem 
Aufenthaltsbedürfnis des Fremden Schranken gesetzt. Jede Ortsbehörde in diesen Ländern 
darf ihm die Aufenthaltserlaubnis verlängern, und sie tut es auch. In Wien, in Zürich 
braucht der Fremde überhaupt nicht persönlich bei der Polizei zu erscheinen. Niemand 
fragt ihn nach dem Mädchennamen seiner Mutter. 308  
 

In Switzerland, Austria, and France, it was standard procedure to extend a residence permit, but 

not in Germany. The difference, Roth went on to state, laid in the influx of foreigners in Berlin. 

“In diesen Ländern schreiben die Zeitungen nicht vom ‘Zuzug aus dem Osten.’309 The only 

difference Roth could point to was the fact that Germany had to deal with significantly more 

migrants than any other country at the time. 

 The influx of migrants from the east resulted in a meeting of the transportation 

organizations and the Reich Ministry of Interior Affairs in Berlin on the 15th of February 1924, 

from which Roth was reporting. 310 The officials at the Tagung concluded, as Roth sarcastically 

registered, that they should resort to the local hotel management to engage in new procedures 

that would limit the unregistered foreigners.  

Auf der Tagung, die am 15. dieses Monats stattfand, sagte jemand, es gebe so viele 
polizeiliche Bestimmungen, daß sich die Behörden selbst nicht auskennen. Darauf 
erwiderte der Vertreter des Reichsministeriums für Inneres: Jawohl, das ist richtig. Und 
das Ministerium wolle den Hoteliers entgegenkommen, und zwar werde es jetzt alle diese 
Bestimmungen sorgfältig registrieren und hoffe, damit in zwei Monaten fertig zu 
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werden.311  
 

By finding the police incompetent, the Tagung concluded by resorting to the local hotel 

management to comply with new procedures that would limit the unregistered foreigners.  

 The elegy for the Hotelportier could be read as Roth’s response to the Tagung.  “Er ist 

bald nicht mehr, er stirbt. Mit ihm sinkt eine Epoche in das große hungrige Grab der 

menschlichen Zivilisationsveränder- ungen. Meine Feder weint ihm eine bescheidene Elegie 

nach.” 312  Replacing the concierge was “eine Art Befriedigungsanstalt,”313 which was an 

unfriendly and overtly authoritative presence that Roth portrayed as the antithesis to this 

institution of hospitality. The police influence on the hospitality industry was especially 

concerned Roth because he began to consider himself—what he would later pen—a 

“Hotelbürger, ein Hotelpatriot.”314 After his loyalty to the Dual Monarchy, Roth had no other 

homeland physically or politically. Since 1919, Roth lived in hotels for almost two decades, 

declaring officially in 1929 his new “Fatherland”315 to be the hotel. Thus, the manipulation of 

hotel etiquette in Berlin to conform to new laws impacted Roth as both a foreigner, a frequent 

hotel resident, and inspired his writing.   

 The ability to travel at a moment’s notice temporarily freed Roth from personal hardship 

and political frustration. Unfortunately, this way of life left him financially burdened. After a few 

personally difficult, yet professionally successful years in Berlin, Roth left and lived in Vienna 
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for the latter half of 1923 in order to avoid inflation’s impact on his honorarium, as von 

Sternburg points out.316 However, it was only after Friedrich Ebert died in 1925 and Hindenburg 

was elected President of the still young Republic, Roth left Berlin for good. As Max Krell, the 

editor for Ullstein publishing house recalled, he was in Leipzig with Roth right before 

Hindenburg was elected the second Reichspräsident. Krell told biographer David Bronsen how 

Roth declared:  “‘Wenn es Hindenburg wird, reise ich ab, ich weiß was dieser Wahl folgen 

wird.’ ” 317  

 Indeed, Roth immediately moved to Paris, where he would live and write from the Spring 

of 1925 until the Summer of 1926. At first, he wanted to leave journalism behind.318  As Bronen 

writes, “Roth gefiel sich darin, sich im journalistischen Betrieb als Handarbeiter zu 

betracthen.”319 Thinking the profession took away from his ability to focus on his literary 

production, Roth tried to secure his finances without writing for the feuilleton. Because of his 

precarious situation with only his compensation from Die Schmiede,320 he reached out to the 

Weimar publisher Erich Lichtenstein early in January 1925 (at the suggestion of Max Krell) to 

attempt to negotiate a new contract. Unfortunately, neither publisher could compete financially 

with the Frankfurter Zeitung, and Roth eventually continued his transition from journalist and 

editor to a Reisereporter stationed in Paris.321  

 Whereas Roth loathed Berlin, he loved Paris. In a letter to Reifenberg shortly after his 

arrival, he ecstatically described his Parisian paradise where “die Soldaten sind verspielte 
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Kinder, die Polizisten amüsante Feuilletonisten. Es ist hier ein Fest ‘gegen Hindenburg’ faktisch 

nicht nur bildlich arrangiert, ‘Guignol contre Hindenburg’ heißt es, aber die ganze Stadt is ein 

Protest gegen Hindenburg, Preußen, Stiefel, Knopf. [...] Woher kommt es? Es ist doch die 

stimme des Blutes und des Katholizismus. Paris ist katholisch im weltlichsten Sinn dieser 

Reigion, zugleich europäisher Ausdruch des allseitigen Judentums.”322 In sum, the atmosphere of 

Paris felt the closest to the former Austro-Hungrian Empire Roth called home.323 As with all of 

his relocations, Roth had to register with the police and even this experience could not tarnish his 

arrival in French capital. As he wrote to his friend and fellow writer, Bernard von Brentano, habe 

ich versäumt, die polizeilichen Formalitäten rechtizeitig zu erledigen und muß mich hier 

herumschlagen wegen einer Visum-Verlängerung. Frohlocken Sie nicht: die Pariser Behörden 

habe keine Schuld — nur ich.”  324  

As Roth traveled extensively throughout southeastern France, his enthusiasm for the 

cosmopolitan country only grew.325 In Lyon, he took in the relics of Roman antiquity, and in 

Marseille, he was impressed with the ethnically diverse and yet harmonious port city. 326 

Unfortunately, Roth’s position in Paris with the Frankfurter Zeitung was precarious.  Although it 

was a coveted position, it is not certain why the ambitious Friedrich Sieburg, the former foreign 

Frankfurter Zeitung correspondent in Copenhagen, moved to Paris. Roth could only speculate 

that the paper wanted to save money by cutting the budget of the feuilleton. “Für Paris is noch 

kein Korrespondent bestimmt. In ihrer Sparwut möchten sie einen finden, der für 800 M auch 
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das Feuilleton besorgt.”327 As the newspaper was unable or unwilling to finance both reporters in 

Paris, Roth faced leaving Paris or resigning. As a friend and a colleague, Reifenberg pleaded 

with Roth to consider options for his next trip, either to Spain, Italy, the United States or most 

enticingly, to Soviet Russia.  

 As he explained to his colleague Benno Reifenberg, Roth did not want to resign from 

journalism disgraced, or what could be perceived as disgraced. “Sie werden verstehen, daß ich 

darauf angewiesen bin, meine journalistische Reputation aufrechtzuerhalten. Sie wird beschädigt 

durch eine Abreise aus Paris and eine Ablösung durch Herrn Sieburg. Nur eine russische 

Berichtersattung kann meinen guten Ruf retten.”328 In Roth’s opinion, a correspondent trip to 

Russia could save his reputation as it would aligning him with the likes of other well-known 

reporters whose travel reportage from Soviet Russia garnered great esteem:329  Alfons 

Goldschmidt, Arthur Holitscher, Egon Erwin Kisch,330 and especially René Fülöp-Miller, who 

wrote an early history of Bolshevism in 1926.331  

In the end, however Roth would have to address the editors Frankfurter Zeitung directly, 

namely Geschäftsführer Siegfried Nassauer, 332  in order to persuade the paper to send him to 

Russia and not the United States. In his letter, he cited his “Abstammung” and “Kenntnisse des 
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Landes” as the main reasons he would be more suited to visit Russia. 333 Furthermore, he stated 

what he believed to be the reason behind the Frankfurter Zeitung’s hesitations:  his prior 

political leanings. Since he had published prior articles for SDP-organ Vorwärts, at times under 

the pseudonym, “Der Rote Roth,” 334 Roth provided an account of how he ought to be perceived 

at this point in his career.  

Ich nehme an, daß Sie zwar nicht die Befürchtung hegen, ich könnte in Rußland einem 
politischen Bolschewismus anheimfallen, wohl aber die, daß sogenannte ‘neue Welt’ 
meiner Art, satirisch zu sehen und zu schreiben keinen Stoff bieten und daß ich in einem 
jugendlichen und begreiflichen Enthusiasmus statt einer Kritik optimistische Berichte 
liefern oder zur Stummheit verurteilt würde. […] Ich bin, im Gegenteil, und (vielleicht: 
leider) vollkommen unfähig, irgendeinem Enthusiasmus mehr Raum in mir zu gewähren, 
als meiner Skepsis. Aus meiner sogenannten: ‘negativen Einstellung’ bitte ich Sie, nicht 
den Schluß zu ziehen, daß mir daran gelegen wäre, die Mangelhaftigkeit der einen 
Weltordnung durch die einer anderen zu ersetzen. Ich glaube nicht an die Vollkommenheit 
der bürgerlichen Demokratie, aber ich zweifle noch weniger an der tendenziösen Enge der 
proletarischen Diktatur. 335   
 

While his insistence that he was more of a skeptic than anything else proved sufficient for 

Nassauer, his trip through the Soviet Union would impact him profoundly, as Walter Benjamin 

remarked as early as December 16, 1926: “er [Roth, K.B.] ist als (beinah) überzeugter 

Bolschewik nach Rußland gekommen und verläßt es als Royalist.”336 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

ROTH’S ANALYSIS OF POLICE FORCES ABROAD 

 

“Ich zeichne das Gesicht der Zeit” — An Introduction to Roth’s Travel Reportage from 
Soviet Russia to Italy 

 
Ten years after the Russian Revolution, there was much more to report on from Soviet 

Russia that just “über den kommunistischen Terror.”337  Roth’s depiction of Soviet Russia 

covered the country’s vast landmass, especially beyond Moscow. Beginning by reminiscing on 

the Russian émigrés in Paris and visiting the rural extremities of the new Union, Roth’s insights 

not only cast a wide net over all areas “Russian” but also harked to his personal perspective as 

“ein Franzosen aus dem Osten”338 — a phrase he used to describe himself to Benno Reifenberg.   

From the moment he left Vienna, where he brought his wife to stay with her parents in 

July 1926, Roth began documenting his trip in his journal, Rußland-Tagebuch.339 Traveling via 

train from Vienna to Moscow, Roth passed through Warsaw and took the occasion to write an 

essay for Das Illustrierte Blatt.340 Although his reports for the Frankfurter Zeitung were 

published after two months of traveling, his reporting appeared in chronological order. To give a 

short overview:  Roth began his series with the émigrés he encountered in Paris.341 From a 

Russian Prince to a Parisian taxi driver, Roth focused on the Russians who fled the Revolutions 

of 1905-6 and 1917. Forced to combat their cruel fate by establishing their old world in the west, 
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these immigrants saw themselves, in Roth’s view, as the real Russia. “Die Emigranten 

betrachteten sich als die einzigen Vertreter des Echt-Russischen. Was nach der Revolution in 

Rußland wuchs und von Bedeutung wurde, verleumdeten sie als ‘unrussisch,’ ‘jüdisch,’ 

‘international.’”342 

Once Roth arrived at the border between the Second Polish Republic and Soviet Russia, 

his descriptive prowess homed in on the town of Niegoreloje/Stołpce (today Stowbtsy in 

Belarus). At the border of two states, Roth reported that his passport was stolen, although, it was 

in fact taken for the border control to group him with diplomats and other guests. 343 From here, 

Roth moved onto Moscow, where he spent much of August 1926. In Moscow, Roth took 

particular interest in the Russian bourgeoisie, who, Roth claimed, survived the Revolution by 

hiding in the movie theaters of the capital. Through film, Roth argued, the middle class could 

nostalgically reflect on old values and daily life of pre-revolutionary Russia, while the new 

Muscovite or the Soviet NEP-men (businessmen involved in the small window of opportunities 

for private trade and manufacturing under Lenin’s New Economic Plan) wandered the capital. In 

this juxtaposition, Roth remarked on an overall lack of intellectual life.344 For him, however, it 

was more than a lack — the pre-revolutionary spirit still haunted the capital like a ghost. 

In September 1926, Roth left by train for Nizhny Novgorod, where he boarded a 

steamship headed down the Volga towards Astrakhan. While on board, Roth recollected the 

steamer’s brief stops in towns and cities along the way, most notably Kazan and Samara. Rather 

than reporting on the scenery, Roth observed the irony of the passengers’ class-consciousness. 
                                                
342 Passing as part of the proletariat, Roth observed that which Lenin forewarned and quoted Lenin extensively as 
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Although the first class no longer excluded the wealthy farmers, the farmers still preferred the 

atmosphere in the fourth class, and furthermore, “der Kellner ist keineswegs klassenbewußt. Als 

die Dampfer noch nach den Großfürsten hießen, war er schon Kellner. Ein Trinkgeld bringt in 

sein Angesicht jenen Ausdruck unterwürfigen Respekts, der die ganze Revolution vergessen 

läßt.”345 Roth claimed the revolution was responsible for the elimination of humility between 

citizens, but that it still lived in old cultural practices.  

Upon finally reaching Kazan, the capital of the Tartars, Roth remarked on the colorful 

trading city and its recent increased in literacy rates since the revolution. What is more, Roth 

reported that communism was synonymous with industrialization for many who lived in 

Kazan.346  As Roth traveled further south down the Volga towards the harbor city of Astrakhan, 

he witnessed both impoverishment and the potential of the vast natural resources for the future. 

After two days of taking in “the wonders of Astrakhan,”347 Roth continued sailing down the 

Caspian Sea towards Baku, “die Hauptstadt Aserbeidschans und des Petroleums.”348 The new, 

European and the old, Asiatic parts of the city, particularly the market halls “mit Schildern in 

türkischer, persischer, armenischer Sprache,”349 combined to give Roth an exotic and ornamental 

impression.   

By mid-September 1926, Roth re-routed westward from Baku towards the Black Sea. 

There he boarded another ship in Sochi and headed north for Odessa, stopping each day in one or 
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two port cities along the way — Tuapse, Nowo-Rossijsk, Kerch, Feodissia, Yalta, Sevastopol, 

and Eupatoria.350 Troubled with seasickness and limited on time, Roth did not write much in his 

journal other than to jot down the name of each town.351  When he finally arrived in Odessa on 

the 22nd of September, he lamented on how lonely he felt without word from his wife, Friedl, or 

friends, such as fellow author Bernard von Brentano.352   

After two weeks in Odessa,353 Roth slowly headed back to Moscow stopping for a few 

days in both Kiev and Kharkov, the first capital of the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic. By 

mid-October, Roth was back for his last stint in the capital. In his notebook, he mentioned how 

he planned to be in Moscow for three more weeks, “in Leningrad 2, in Sibirien 4, macht 

zusammen 9 Wochen, das sind zwei Monate. Ich könnte Weihnachten in einer zivilisierten 

Gegend zubringen.”354 However, he had a difficult time away from his wife, Friedl, who would 

either refrain from writing for weeks at a time or send “seltsame Liebesbriefe:  lauter 

unzufriedene, scharfe, beinahe böße Kritiken über meine Artikel. Vielleicht meint sie mich und 

weiß es nur noch nicht.”355  In the end, Roth did not make it to Siberia. He cut his trip short so 

that by Christmas he could spend the holiday in Poland with fellow author and friend from 
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university, Jóseph Wittlin.356  

 In the end, the Frankfurter Zeitung published 24 of Roth’s essays on Soviet Russia, with 

his lengthy essay “Leningrad” appearing a year later in March 1928.357  Roth’s constant 

comparisons between the ‘old’ and the ‘new’ Russia, or rather Russia before and after the 

Bolshevik Revolution, framed his essays collectively titled Reise durch Rußland composed from 

July 1926 to January 1927. The series touched on many aspects of “old” and “new” Russia—

from the minutiae of daily life to the “metaphysical” problems facing the Soviet citizens.358  On 

the one hand, what remained of Tsarist Russia haunted the new Soviet country, and on the other, 

the revolution, in Roth’s opinion, did not entirely do away with the bourgeoisie — the old 

bourgeoisie existed merely as a vestige of itself hidden in the evolved Soviet State. Even though 

the Soviet Union was undergoing drastic economic changes and political turmoil raged within 

the party after Lenin’s death in 1924, Roth’s tried to refrain from real-time political issues and 

government propaganda to portray a broader perspective on the developments since the 

revolution and over the course of the NEP-era — a period in Soviet history that was coming to 

an end.359 
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“Die Geheimpolizei ist wahrscheinlich so geschickt, daß ich sie nicht bemerke” — Roth on 
on the Police in Soviet Russia  

  
 Roth’s over-arching depiction of the Soviet Union in the second half of the 1920s echoes 

a question debated since the first Russian Revolution in 1905: “Is the Russian Revolution a 

proletarian one or is it bourgeois revolution?”360 This question was directly posed by Karl Radek, 

the Lemberg-born journalist, Marxist, and Communist leader, in 1921. Before Radek definitively 

answered that the revolution was indeed a socialist revolution, he painted a picture of the Russian 

bourgeoisie as a “deteriorating, dying class.” 361 Five years later, he added his perspective on the 

continuity of the Russian bourgeoisie and the remaining bourgeois elements of society, 

especially in the face of Soviet propaganda. Although this attitude was a central motif in his 

travel reportage form Russia, Roth focused on significant changes in everyday aspects of society:  

law, education, the press, to name a few, and most strikingly, Soviet bureaucratic and police 

forces. 

  Given that Roth was in contact with Radek at the time, it might not come as a surprise 

                                                
360 Karl Radek, “Is the Russian Revolution a proletarian one or is it bourgeois revolution?” in Portraits and 
Pamphlets (Freeport, N.Y: Books for Libraries Press, 1966), 4-13. Originally published in the Voice of Labor. 
(Chicago: American Labor Union Educational Society, 1921). 
361 Radek, “Is the Russian Revolution a proletarian one or is it a bourgeois revolution?” 11. 
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that Radek’s insights would serve as a red thread throughout the series.362  Roth aligned outright 

his portrait of the Soviet Union with “[d]ie kühnsten Kommunisten: Trotzki, Radek, Lenin.”363 

And while Roth traced the paths Vladimir Lenin and the Bolsheviks envisioned for the outcome 

of the revolution, namely that the revolution does not necessarily need to end in socialism, he 

came to different conclusions in 1926.364 As the Bolsheviks saw it, capitalist concessions to end 

the revolution were seen to still have the potential to bring about socialism.365 Moreover, as E.H. 

Carr outlined “by the end of the 1920s the peasants, exhausted by the civil war and exasperated 

by the grain requisitions, were on the verge of revolt. The regime saved itself by the compromise 

                                                
362 Roth highly respected Radek, who was imprisoned in Berlin (Moabit) after partaking in the Spartacist uprisinging 
in February 1919. Radek was known for his essays in various social-democratic press outlets, including the Bremer 
Bürger-Zeitung, the Leipziger Volkszeitung, the Dortmunder Arbeiterzeitung, and the official outlet of the SPD, Die 
Neue Zeit. See Pierre Broue, The German Revolution: 1917-1923 (Chicago: Haymarket Books, 2006), 36-37. Roth   
even went so far as to claim that Radek was the single most important journalist of the Russian Communist Party. In 
discussing the topic of censorship in the Russian press, Roth mentioned how the Soviet press was part and parcel of 
Soviet censorship: “Die Zeitung wird das Organ der Zensur, weil sie das Organ der Regierung ist.” Roth continues 
to explain that Soviet editors should obligated to publish certain essays written by important party members, 
regardless if their contributions happened to be out of date or unimportant. For Roth, the most significant 
“Parteigröße,” was Radek. “Es gibt dafür Artikel, die nicht geschrieben werden dürfen - wie zum Beispiel die des 
einzigen bedeutenden Journalisten der Partei: Karl Radek.” See Joseph Roth, “Offentliche Meinung, Zeitung, 
Zensur, ” in Reisen in die Ukraine und nach Russland, ed. Jan Bürger (Munich: C.H. Beck, 2015), 111-118. Here p. 
111, 115. See also Joseph Roth, “Offentliche Meinung, Zeitung, Zensur,” in Joseph Roth Werke 2. Das 
journalistische Werk 1924-1928, ed. Klaus Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 654-659. Here p. 
654, 657. Originally published in the Frankfurter Zeitung on 28 December 1926. On Radek’s censorship, see E.H. 
Carr, “Radek’s ‘Political Salon’ in Berlin 1919,” in Soviet Studies III: (1951-52), 411-430. Here p. 420. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/149119. 
363 Joseph Roth, “Über die Verbürgerlichung der Russischen Revolution?” in Joseph Roth Werke 2. Das 
journalistische Werk 1924-1928, ed. Klaus Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 688-694. Here p. 
689. Originally published in the Frankfurter Zeitung in January 1927.  
364 As Lenin phrased it in a pamphlet entitled The Tax in Kind from 1921: “At present petty-bourgeois capitalism 
prevails in Russia, and it is one and the same road that leads from it to both large-scale state capitalism and to 
socialism, through one and the same intermediary station called ‘national accounting and control of production and 
distribution’. Those who fail to understand this are committing an un-pardonable mistake in economics. Either they 
do now know the facts of life, do not see what actually exists and are unable to look the truth in the face, or they 
confine themselves to abstractly comparing ‘socialism’ with ‘capitalism’ and fail to study the concrete forms and 
stages of the transition that is taking place in our country.  See Vladimir I. Lenin, Lenin on Politics and Revolution: 
Selected Writings, trans. James E. Connor (New York: Pegasus, 1968). Here p. 325.  
365 E.H. Carr also takes up these two roads Lenin spoke about as he later reflects that “[i]n NEP, Lenin found the 
compromise between the two answers—the ‘link’ between proletariat and peasantry which would for a time make it 
possible to travel the two roads simultaneously.” Moreover, Carr outlines the New Economic Plan as a relief coming 
at a weary time in Russian history after world and civil war. First, Carr states, “the proletariat was too weak to 
provide the industrial foundation of socialism”, and second, “any attempt to build socialism would bring a clash with 
the proprietary ambitions of the overwhelmingly numerous peasantry.” E.H. Carr, Socialism in One Country 1924-
1926, vol. 1(New York:  Macmillian, 1958), 21, 93-94. 
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of NEP, confirming the proprietorship of the peasants, restoring a free market in grain and thus 

opening the road to the kulaks and nepmen—the new capitalists.”366 Perhaps more than simply 

on the verge of revolt, as evidenced by the Tambov and Kronstadt rebellions,367 the NEP plan 

came at a precarious time for Soviet Russia.  Nonetheless, in the penultimate essay in the series, 

entitled “Über die Verbürgerlichung der Russischen Revolution?” Roth takes the positions of 

Radek and Lenin a step further while keeping his promise to the Frankfurter Zeitung to voice his 

skepticism.  

Diese grausame bolschewistische Revolution hat ihren eigenen Bürger geschaffen. [...] Das 
ist die Gruppe der NEP-Leute, der neuen Bourgeoisie. Die Revolution selbst hat sie 
geboren. Sie fürchten sich nicht vor der Revolution. Wenn ich den Typus des 
verbürgerlichten Revolutionärs den bolschewistischen Bürger genannt habe, so könnte 
man den neuen russischen Bourgeois vielleicht einen bürgerlichen Bolschewisten 
nennen.368  

 
Contrary to Lenin and Radek, Roth did not see the process of the Bolshevik Revolution as 

having two paths equally leading to socialism. Instead, he found the predicament of the 

revolution as quite ironic: “Und es ist nun eine der Ironien im Verlauf dieser Revolution, daß 

heute die einzigen Bolschewiken in dem oben erläuterten Sinne - die bürgerlichen Kaufleute 

sind.”369  In close, however, Roth agreed with the Bolsheviks in that a capitalist detour was 

needed to move forward and out of inflation.  

 Although the New Economic Policy (NEP) was implemented after War Communism 

(1918-1921) in response to hunger, inflation, and rebellion (especially towards the end of 

                                                
366 Carr, Socialism in One Country (1), 94. 
367 These were two rebellions that occurred at the end of the Russian Civil War against the Bolsheviks. Led by 
former members of the anti-Bolshevik faction of the Socialist Revolutionary Party, The Tambov rebellion was a 
year-long revolt, lead by the peasant population in the central Russian region of Tambov and the surrounding area 
from 1920-1921 in reaction to the forced requisition of grain. The Kronstadt Rebellion followed in March 1921, 
when sailors, soldiers, and civilians attacked the Russian Balitic Fleet at the naval fortress Kotlin Island in response 
to drought and famine. Both rebellions were defeated with force by the Red Army.  See also Vladimir N. 
Brovkin, Behind the Front Lines of the Civil War: Political Parties and Social Movements in Russia, 1918-1922 
(Princeton: Princeton UP, 1994).	
368 Roth, “Über die Verbürgerlichung der Russischen Revolution?” 688, 693. 
369 Roth, “Über die Verbürgerlichung der Russischen Revolution?” 693. 
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Russian Civil in 1922), Roth did observe palpable, non-bourgeois changes brought about by the 

Bolshevik Revolution. A decade later, the most ‘revolutionary’ or new part of Soviet Russia, in 

Roth’s opinion, was the law, which among other things, allowed for women’s suffrage, abortion, 

divorce, and it banned prostitution. “Viel revolutionärer als die Sitte ist das Gesetz. Es macht 

keinen Unterschied zwischen ehelichen und unehelichen Müttern und Kindern.”370  The impact 

of the new laws led Roth to witness an overall trend towards straightforward social relations, a 

lack of love and a de-eroticized ideal of femininity. 

 Roth found the Soviet education system to be too focused on the practical disciplines. By 

extracting the bourgeois elements out of school curricula and focusing on the industrial, 

agricultural, and party ideological facets of education, the new pedagogical techniques were to 

meet the needs of industrialization, which was crucial to connect the proletariat with the 

peasantry and collectively unite them in a socialist way of life.371  In Roth’s writing, he claimed 

that the industrial and streamlined society did not fool him.  In his opinion, the Soviet citizens 

were only half-educated and statistics could not prove, to him at least, the declared increases in 

literacy. However, the proclaimed statistics still live on, as Golfo Alexopoulus explains in his 

2003 study on the disenfranchised in Soviet Russia and the Soviet Union. “[L]iteracy in the 

RSFSR [in the 1920s, K.B.] was roughly 40 percent overall around 50 percent in the regions 

surrounding Moscow and Leningrad, although higher for young men and much lower for women 

and the elderly.
 
Literacy rates rose sharply in over the course of the decade such that even rural 

women, whose rate of literacy remained among the lowest in the 1920s, reached around 70 

                                                
370 Roth, “Die Frau, die neue Geschlechtsmoral und die Prostitution,” 92. 
371 Joseph Roth, “Die Schule und die Jugend,” in Joseph Roth Werke 2. Das journalistische Werk 1924-1928, ed. 
Klaus Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 659-672. Here p. 657. Originally published in the 
Frankfurter Zeitung on 28 December 1926. 
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percent by the end of the 1930s.”372 However, on the one hand, when Roth arrived at the end of 

1926, the Soviet Union was still in transition towards a literate or at least semi-literate society, 

and on the other hand, Roth shaped his opinion predominately by analyzing Soviet journalists, 

which he found to be sub-par. “Die literarischen Zeitschriften haben heute in Rußland eine 

unwahrscheinlich hohe Auflage. Aber darunter leidet ihre Qualität.”373  In this respect, Roth 

observed that quantity did not translate into quality.  

 For Roth, however, the Soviet Union made its most profound impression with what he 

saw take the place of God:  the communist party and its state police. The last three essays of the 

series read as Roth’s sharpest criticism the Communist Party, the state police (the secret police 

and the newly formed Miliz), and the bureaucratic state-building machine — the three entities, 

which Roth claimed, formed a God-like apparatus. “In seinem Namen [God, K.B.] macht man 

keine Pogrome mehr, in seinem Namen vereidigt man keine Soldaten mehr. Polizeiliche 

Maßnahmen irdischer Natur braucht er nicht mehr zu ergreifen. Gott hat Ferien.”374 In the 

absence of god, the state institutions, especially the state police, filled the void of god.  As Roth 

phrased it: “Die Talente der Allsichtigkeit und des Allwissens hat die Staatspolizei geerbt.”375 In 

other words, the “panoptic” and “omnipresent” secret police used their power to amass not only 

criminal activity but, more importantly, all information crucial to an individual’s status in 

society.  With this information, the police could create criminals not based on crimes or 

                                                
372 Golfo Alexopoulus, Stalin’s Outcasts:  Aliens, Citizens, and the Soviet State 1926-1936 (Ithica, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 2003), 97-98. 
373 Joseph Roth, “Russland geht nach Amerika,” in Joseph Roth Werke 2. Das journalistische Werk 1924-1928, ed. 
Klaus Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 629-632. Here p. 632. Originally published in the 
Frankfurter Zeitung on 23 November 1926.	
374 Joseph Roth, “Der liebe Gott in Russland,” in Joseph Roth Werke 2. Das journalistische Werk 1924-1928, ed. 
Klaus Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 681-683. Here p. 681. Originally published in the 
Frankfurter Zeitung in 1 December 1926.  
375 Roth, “Der liebe Gott in Russland,” 681.	
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accusations, but on formerly objective criteria:  class, background, education, and profession.376 

Such information could also refute any in-person police interrogation. Thus, official documents, 

such as birth certificates, marriage certificates, diplomas, visas, and especially passports—or 

what Roth dubbed a “former Russian specialty”377— became the authoritative account of the 

individual. 

For Roth, the “will” God left to the Soviet Union was terrifying. “Nach dem roten, 

ekstatischen, blutigen Terror der aktiven Revolution kam in Rußland der dumpfe, stille, 

schwarze, der Tintenterror der Bürokratie.”378 According to Roth, the terror persisted in the 

Soviet Union after the Revolution in a different form. Whereas “bloody,” “red,” “revolutionary” 

terror violently eliminated political targets, the “silent,” “black,” “bureaucratic” terror 

implemented the ideological hunt for any individual the Bolsheviks deemed an enemy. In the 

Soviet Union, where the Russian Empire once “offered a complete picture of rule by 

bureaucracy,”379 the Bolsheviks were able to legitimize ideological opponents with official 

documentation. Because of “the superefficient and super competent services of the secret 

police,”380 the government was then able to liquidate all such “‘objective enemies’ in Bolshevik 

language.”381 The impact of this process, as Hannah Arendt explained in The Origins of 

Totalitarianism, in addition to eliminating whole portions of the population in an “atmosphere of 

                                                
376 See Martin Latsis, the Chairman of the Cheka in Ukraine during the Revolution, who wrote in the newspaper, 
Red Terror: “Do not look in the file of incriminating evidence to see whether or not the accused rose up against the 
Soviets with arms or words. Ask him instead to which class he belongs, what is his background, his education, his 
profession. These are the questions that will determine the fate of the accused. That is the meaning and essence of 
the Red Terror.” As cited in Dariusz Tolczyk, See No Evil: Literary Cover-ups and Discoveries of the Soviet Camp 
Experience (New Haven:  Yale University Press, 1999), 19. 
377 “Der Paß, ehemals eine russische Spezialität, ist ein Reise- und Kulturdokument des ‘freien Westens’ geworden.” 
Jospeh Roth, “Die Rote Armee,” in Joseph Roth Werke 1. Das journalistische Werk 1915-1923, ed. Klaus 
Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 315-321. Here p. 318.  
378 Roth, “Über die Verbürgerlichung der Russischen Revolution?” 689. 
379 Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (New York: A harvest Book, 1973), 246. 	
380 Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, 420. 	
381 Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, 422. 	
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arbitrariness and secretiveness which effectively hid its mere expediency,”382 was also individual 

terror to the point of sterility. 383  Although Roth’s early indication of bureaucratic terror 

appeared in his stylistic turns of phrase, his insights are not only striking in light of the events of 

the 20th century but also in their resonance with the hindsight of historical research. A keen 

observer of these new administrative practices, Roth saw early on the power of bureaucracy — 

once only capable of oppression and massacre — to silently sterilize the “inner life” with the 

same force as revolutionary terror. 

 To further explicate Roth’s most substantial claim, the new and terrifying powers of the 

Soviet policing entities, it is imperative to begin with Roth’s depiction of everyday people living 

under the “silent” (and not so silent) terror of the Soviet state. Halfway through his Russland 

series, Roth wrote an essay entitled “Wie sieht es in der russischen Straße aus?” wherein he 

paints a picture filled with the various types of people he saw and who struck him in a definitive 

way.384  

Männer in billigen Blusen, viele in Lederjoppen, alle mit braunen und grauen Mützen, in 
grauen, braunen, schwarzen Hemden; viele Bauern und halbe Ländlichkeiten, die erste 
Generation, die auf dem Straßenpflaster gehen gelernt hat; Soldaten in langen gelben 
Mänteln, Milizmänner in dunkeln, in dunkelroten Mützen; Männer mit Aktentaschen, auch 
ohne diese Werkzeuge als Funktionäre erkennbar; alte Bürger, die justament beim weißen 
Kragen bleiben, den Hut noch tragen, ein schwarzes Bärtchen - die Mode der russischen 
Intelligenz der neunziger Jahre - und den unvermeidlichen Zwicker am dünnen goldenen 
Kettchen, das die Ohrmuschel vom Schädel abgrenzt; Debattierende, die in den Klub gehn, 
ihn schon unterwegs eröffnen; ein paar ängstliche, sehr primitive Mädchen der Liebe, 
Etappen-Typus; sehr selten eine gut angezogene Frau; niemals ein unbeschäftigter Mensch, 
niemals ein Mensch, dem man es ansehn würde, daß er gar keine Sorgen hat. Aus allen 

                                                
382 Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, 245. 	
383 Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, 244. “One of the most glaring differences between the old-fashioned rule 
by bureaucracy and the up-to-date totalitarian brand is that […] totalitarian bureaucracy, with a more complete 
understanding of the meaning of absolute power, intruded upon the private individual and his inner life with equal 
brutality. The result of this radical efficiency has been that the inner spontaneity of people under its rule was killed 
along with their social and political activities, so that the merely political sterility under the older bureaucracies was 
followed by total sterility under totalitarian rule.”	
384 Joseph Roth, “Wie sieht es in der russischen Straße aus?” in Joseph Roth Werke 2. Das journalistische Werk 
1924-1928, ed. Klaus Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 622-625. Here p. 622. Originally 
published in the Frankfurter Zeitung on 14 November 1926. 
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weht der Atem eines arbeitsreichen oder eines problemreichen Lebens. Entweder man ist 
Arbeiter oder Funktionär oder Büroangestellter.385  
 

Almost staccato-like, Roth summarizes the street as if he jotted down each individual in 

succession.  Quickly, however, Roth generalizes the aforementioned men and women into 

workers, party operatives, or clerical officials. Some of the most visible workers, on the streets 

and not in the factories, were the Red Army soldiers and Soviet militia.386  

 The Soviet militia, the policing force that was to replace the former Tsarist police forces, 

was the most visible to Roth for a reason. As Louise Shelley explained in her introduction to her 

book Policing Soviet Society:   

With the Soviet militia assigned to control citizen mobility, crime, sanitation, markets and 
political activity — not to mention registration of printing presses and typewriters —
virtually all citizen activity fell within the legitimate purview of the police. Such wide-
ranging police functions enabled the Communist Party to maintain a monopoly of political 
and economic power and to control cultural and religious life.387  
 

Shelley’s comparative framework outlined the “inheritance” that Roth spoke of, albeit not 

directly from God, but from former institutions.  From the Tsarist police, Shelly identified “a 

new police force was established along continental lines almost immediately [after the 

revolutions of 1917]. In addition to preserving the continental character of the tsarist police, an 

element of colonial policing was soon introduced as the Bolshevik government began to assert its 

domination over the reconquered territories of Central Asia, the Caucasus and Siberia.”388 

During the Revolution and the Russian Civil war, the Bolsheviks began shaping Soviet Russia, 

but the transition remained difficult due to ideological pressures. “The sudden name change from 

politsiia, the title of the dreaded tsarist institution, to the workers’ and peasants’ militia altered 
                                                
385 Roth, “Wie sieht es in der russischen Straße aus?” 624. 
386 Here I will use Louise Shelley’s term “Soviet militia” to refer to what is otherwise in English known as militsiya. 
I chose this term because Roth uses “Miliz” in the German to refer to various both Mussolini’s and Lenin/Stalin’s 
militias. 
387 Shelley, Policing Soviet Society, 6. 
388 Shelley, Policing Soviet Society, 19. 
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neither the quality of policemen nor the fundamental relationship between the police and the 

state.”389  Prior to the centralization of the militia, the ideological climate right after the 

revolution favored involving private citizens in policing, since the state and its institutions were 

optimistically predicted to wither away altogether in a future communist paradigm. Over the 

course of the Russian Civil War, private citizens under the supervision of the Red Guard could 

not be trusted politically, as they became unreliable against anarchists and kulaks—the two 

principal opponents of Soviet rule. 390 

 Thus, the formation of the militarized, centrally controlled, full-time police force was 

implemented in all territories of the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic in 1919. Due to 

their extensive reach, the Soviet militia was also subject to secondary regulations via the 

governing bodies at the local level (the councils of workers’ deputies and both regional and local 

executive committees).391 However, all militia direction initially came from the NKVD (People’s 

Commissariat for Internal Affairs). As Shelley further outlines, the NKVD was responsible, in 

Moscow, for all activities of the Soviet militia.    

Together with the KGB and the procuracy,392 the MVD [Ministry of Internal Affairs, 
K.B.]393 long enjoyed a monopoly of policing functions in Soviet society. [...] The main 
directorates of the USSR MVD corresponded to its principal operational functions and 
consisted of the criminal investigative division (ugolovnyi rozysk), the OBKhSS (the 
division for crime against state property), the division of social order, the GAI (State 
Automobile Inspectorate), the internal passport division, the OVIR (division of foreign 
passports and emigration), the departmental and extra-departmental guards, the division of 
correctional labor (which encompassed the labor camp system), and the fire service.394  

                                                
389 Shelley, Policing Soviet Society, 20.	
390 Shelley, Policing Soviet Society, 21. 
391 Shelley, Policing Soviet Society, 62. 
392 The Procuracy was an “organ exercising supreme supervision over the observance of the laws in the activity of 
the executive committees.” See Leon Bolm and Glenn Guy Morgan. The Soviet Procuracy Protests: 1937-1973 
(Alphen aan den Rijin, The Netherlands:  Sijthoff & Noordhoff International Publishers B.V., 1978), 128. 
393 Shelley’s provides the entire history of the Soviet militsiia from 1917 to 1991 and beyond. However, it was only 
after 1946 that all People’s Commissariats (NK) returned to the name ministries (M), which was the former 
nomenclature of the Russian Empire.  
394 Shelley, Policing Soviet Society, 61-62. 
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To reiterate, the primary functions of the Soviet militia included almost all policing duties, 

except fighting fires — and political unrest. While Soviet militia did work with the secret police 

at times, it formed only one half of the new police entity. The other half of the policing 

apparatus, what was termed either Cheka, or GPU/OGPU, would not have been visible to Roth 

on the street. Roth, well aware of this fact, commented: “Die Geheimpolizei ist wahrscheinlich 

so geschickt, daß ich sie nicht bemerke.”395  Beginning in December 1917, with Lenin’s decree, 

the new secret police, or Cheka (All-Russian Extraordinary Committee to Combat Counter-

Revolution and Sabotage) was established as a separate politicking body — apart from the 

former imperial Ministry of Internal Affairs established by Alexander I in 1802. 396 The Cheka 

and the Soviet militia underwent numerous organizational transformations in the early years of 

the SFSR and the USSR. At various times the secret, political police were both separated from 

and then folded back into a position under the authority of the NKVD.397 Beginning in 1923 and 

lasting until 1934, the secret police was known as the Joint State Political Directorate or OGPU, 

which reported directly to The Council of People's Commissars, or the highest executive 

authority in the Soviet Union.398 As Vladimir Brovkin phrases it in his comprehensive study on 

Soviet Society, entitled Russia after Lenin: Politics, Culture and Society, 1921–1929, the reach 

of the secret police extended into everyday life. “Little if anything escaped the attention of the 

Information Department. Every subversive speech at workers’ meetings, every leaflet posted at 

the market square, and every anti-Soviet joke was duly recorded and included in the monthly 

compilation [svodka]. The Information Department systematized this data and sent its monthly 
                                                
395 Joseph Roth, “Auf der Volga bis Astrakan,” in Reisen in die Ukraine und nach Russland, ed. Jan Bürger 
(Munich: C.H. Beck, 2015), 49-60. Here p. 57. See also Joseph Roth, “Auf der Volga bis Astrakan,” in Joseph Roth 
Werke 2. Das journalistische Werk 1924-1928, ed. Klaus Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 601-
609. Here p. 609. Originally published in the Frankfurter Zeitung on 5 October 1926.  
396 Shelley, Policing Soviet Society, 29. 
397 Shelley, Policing Soviet Society, 29. 
398 Shelley, Policing Soviet Society, 29. 
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report to the CC Information Department and to thirty-two other hierarchs who had clearance to 

read this kind of information.”399 Thus, these OGPU officers were inheritors of God-like 

omniscience, according to Roth, whose sharp insight came already before collectivization of 

1928 and a decade before the Great Purges of 1937. What then about the OGPU, even at the very 

onset of the Stalinist period in 1926, might have given Roth this nuanced insight?  

 In a more recent book from 2012, entitled Peasants, Political Police, and the Early Soviet 

State, Hugh Hudson Jr. recounted the uniqueness of the expansion of the police after the 

Bolshevik revolution, namely that “[t]he Bolshevik Revolution, therefore, stands as a watershed 

in the effort to bring the Catherinean vision of the well-ordered police state to rural Russia, and 

in particular to utilize the political police as a means to obtain information about and correct 

policy toward the rural population.”400 Although the Bolsheviks began, like their Tsarist 

predecessors, to view policing as an urban task, by 1925 the state police had enough presence in 

the rural countryside to begin the collectivization process. 

 The presence felt in the Soviet countryside was not that of individual police or 

militiamen, but rather their informants. Even though there were shortages of Cheka/OGPU 

officers in most rural areas, the Soviet militia was explicitly not allowed to partake in political 

policing.401  Thus, in May 1925, the worrisome party and state leaders debated this issue at the 

meeting of the All-Russian Central Executive Committee Presidium’s Party fraction and turned 

to OGPU to task them with increasing their surveillance of countryside. As Hudson reiterated, 

“[t]his represented a major shift in ‘policing’ efforts, given the long history of ignoring the 
                                                
399 Vladimir Brovkin, Russia after Lenin: Politics, Culture and Society, 1921–1929 (New York, NY: Routledge, 
2005), 20-21. 
400 Hugh D. Hudson, Jr., Peasants, Political Police, and the Early Soviet State: Surveillance and Accommodation 
under the New Economic Policy (New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012),15-16.  
401 Hudson does suggest that it is possible that the Soviet militia did take on political policing duties as a last resort. 
See Peasants, Political Police, and the Early Soviet State, 22. 
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countryside with the exception of dispatching troops to suppress rebellious peasants. And despite 

the relative absence of OGPU police in the countryside, the OGPU nonetheless provided the 

central authorities with regular reports on the peasantry.”402 Here, in the paradox of Hudson’s 

claim that a small group403 of OGPU officials was able to report on the peasantry without having 

a physical presence comes closest to the idea of “Allsichtigkeit” Roth felt while traveling 

through both the Soviet streets and countryside. 

 The practicality of the task for the OGPU to increase the surveillance of the countryside 

led to the OGPU’s reliance on informants (sekretnye osvedomiteli) and the Soviet militia along 

with local police for assistance in acquiring information. This reliance, however, is by no means 

definitive, since there is only one study on the informers in the limited region that reported to the 

Ukrainian GPU.404 In addition, Brovkin confirmed that the activity of the GPU/OGPU is still 

largely unknown.405 Nonetheless, based on the early field reports (zemsvodki) of the OGPU,406 

Hudson concluded the crux of his thesis: “the political police initially demonstrated a complex 

appreciation of the realities of rural Russia rather than a simple proto-Stalinist worldview and 

these peasants were logical beings whose cooperation, just as their antagonism, could be won. 

That the attempt at compromise with the world of the village failed is not the same as that effort 

                                                
402 Hudson, Peasants, Political Police, and the Early Soviet State, 23. 

. 403 Hudson, citing Nicholas Werth, states that: “in 1924, more than 20 percent of the total OGPU force was located 
in the Moscow region. Much of the remaining force was concentrated in Leningrad and in Ukraine.” Peasants, 
Political Police, and the Early Soviet State, 131. See also Nicholas Werth, “L’OGPU en 1924: Radiographie d’une 
institution à son niveau d’étiage,” Cahiers du monde russe 42.2-4 (2001):  411-413. See also Volodomyr 
Semystiaha, “The Role and Place of Secret Collaborators in the Informational Activity of the GPU-NKVD in the 
1920s and 1930s,” in Cahiers du monde russe 42.2-4 (2001): 237-238.  
404 Hudson, Peasants, Political Police, and the Early Soviet State, 24.  
405 Brovkin, Russia after Lenin, 20. 
406 To be more concise, Brovkin describes these reports as “professionally executed, matter-of-fact accounts on a 
number of accomplished operations. Even though many details remain unclear and bring to light more questions 
than answers, they do provide a glimpse of the GPU’s contribution to the restructuring of society in the 1920s.” 
Russia after Lenin, 20.  
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having never been exerted.” 407 However, as Hudson went on to note, these efforts made by the 

political police to compromise with the peasantry were short-lived. Under Lenin and during the 

NEP, the peasant-police relationship was progressing, as evidenced by the claim in the 

zemsvodki, which stated that “‘[n]o one has such authority amongst the peasants as Lenin.’”408 

After Lenin’s death in January 1924, the window for negotiations between the state and the 

peasants began to close. The uncertainty among the peasants after Lenin’s death led to an 

increased effort to unionize after their economic conditions (“poor harvest, high taxes, and the 

resultant inability to meet tax assessments”409) worsened. And although this information was 

reported back to Moscow, the grievances of the peasants were delegitimized, “when vice-

chairman of the OGPU Genrikh Iagoda equated any call for a peasants’ union with anti-Soviet 

agitation.”410 What the peasants experienced as economic frustration, according to Hudson, 

translated in Moscow to anti-Soviet agitation.411  

 After Lenin’s death, drought and famine, difficult land reallocation, and a lackluster 

election of Soviets in 1924-1925, the party saw the peasantry at-large (not just the kulaks) as a 

potential dangerous social group. As a “criminal contingent,” sociologically speaking, meant that 

all policing bodies were instructed to treat the peasantry under the “‘prophylactic policing 

policy,’” 412 which was also how Roth referred to the style of policing in the Soviet Union:  “daß 

sie [Wesen der proletarischen Diktatur in Rußland, K.B.] (heute schon) mehr diktiert als 
                                                
407 To be more concise, Brovkin describes these reports as “professionally executed, matter-of-fact accounts on a 
number of accomplished operations. Even though many details remain unclear and bring to light more questions 
than answers, they do provide a glimpse of the GPU’s contribution to the restructuring of society in the 1920s.” 
Russia after Lenin, 20.  
408 Hudson, Peasants, Political Police, and the Early Soviet State, 51. 
409 Hudson, Peasants, Political Police, and the Early Soviet State, 51. 
410 Hudson cites a circular letter of July 24, 1924, to gubotdely, which were “a network of guberniia-level branches 
and organizations local organizations.” See Peasants, Political Police, and the Early Soviet State, 54. See also Diane 
Koenker, Republic of Labor:  Russian Printers and Soviet Socialism 1918-1930. (Ithaca, N.Y: Cornell University 
Press, 2005), 146. 
411 Hudson, Peasants, Political Police, and the Early Soviet State, 53.	
412 Hudson, Peasants, Political Police, and the Early Soviet State, 76.	
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verbietet, mehr erzieht als bestraft, eher prophylaktisch als polizeilich wirkt.” 413  This policy, 

outlined by the NKVD, “maintained that certain socially dangerous groups existed as 

recognizable social categories that should (and could) be identified, surveyed, and excised.” 414  

And although large-scale action to excise parts of the peasantry would not begin to take effect 

until the Summer of 1927, Roth’s travels through the various regions within the Soviet Union 

enabled him to pick up on the tensions and antagonisms via the policing bodies and the oversight 

pervading early Soviet society. 

 For Roth, however, personal reasons limited his time in the Soviet Union. Feeling 

estranged from his wife, Roth skipped his trip to Siberia in order to return Friedl in Vienna in 

January 1927. Together, they traveled four the next four months from Prague, to Berlin, 

Frankfurt, and Paris. 415 But by April 1927, Roth agreed to report again for two months as a 

special correspondent for the Frankfurter Zeitung to the Balkans, specifically Albania and 

Yugoslavia (what was known at the time as the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes).416  

 Although there is not as much correspondence from this trip, nor a notebook left in 

Roth’s literary estate, another reporter made Roth’s acquaintance and wrote about his 1927 

encounter with Roth later in 1951.417 Cheskel Zwi (Hans) Klötzel, a reporter for the Berliner 

Tageblatt first made Roth’s acquaintance in Scodra, roughly 100 km north of Tirana. As Klötzel 

explained, pressing political turmoil was reasoning behind Roth’s trip to Albania. As Klötzel 

recalled in an interview with David Bronsen, 

“Albanien hatte gerade mit Italien jenen ‘Bündnisvertrag’ abgeschlossen, der sich im Laufe 
                                                
413 Roth, “Öffentliche Meinung,” 654. 
414 Hudson, Peasants, Political Police, and the Early Soviet State, 76. 
415 Bronsen, Joseph Roth. Eine Biographie, 308. See also Sternburg, Joseph Roth. Eine Biographie, 334. 
416 Roth, “An Benno Reifenberg,” Briefe 1911-1939, 101. 
417 Bronsen, Joseph Roth. Eine Biographie, 308. See also C.Z. Klötzel, “Erinnerungen an Joseph Roth,” in 
Mitteilungsblatt Tel Aviv, 5 June 1951. 
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der Zeit folgerichtig zur Annexion des kleineren Landes durch das größere entwickelte, 
und Jugoslawien drohte mit einem Präventivkrieg. Da sonst in der Welt gerade nichts los 
war, schickten die großen Zeitungen ihre Berichterstatter nach Tirana.’”418  

 
While Roth obliged this task, he also took it upon himself to report from Yugoslavia, not 

necessarily for the readers of the Frankfurter Zeitung, but rather for posterity.419   

 

“Die Polizei ist brutal, die Menschen sind freundlich” — Roth’s Criticism of State Officials 
in the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes 

 
 In order to write, “Blick nach Südslawien,” Roth visited the so-called “Paris of the 

Balkans”— Belgrade in 1927. 420 Translated literally as “white city,” Belgrade was the capital of 

the constitutional monarchy, the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes (Kraljevina Srba, 

Hrvata i Slovenaca), and was rapidly rebuilding and repopulating after the war.421 While only in 

the capital for three days, Roth observed the starkest juxtaposition between the Yugoslavian 

people and the centralized government in Belgrade.  

Nirgends sah ich einen solchen Gegensatz zwischen dem Geist der Verordnungen und 
Gesetze und dem Charakter des Volkes. Die Verwaltung ist reaktionär, das Volk ist 
fortschrittlich. Die Polizei ist brutal, die Menschen sind freundlich. In den Ämtern herrscht 
Korruption, und die Bevölkerung ist ehrlich. Die Regierung ist reichlich naiv, und die 
Regierten sind klug. Der König hat diktatorische Gelüste und das Volk demokratische 
Neigungen. 422 
 

                                                
418 Bronsen, Joseph Roth. Eine Biographie, 308. 
419 Bronsen, Joseph Roth. Eine Biographie, 308. 
420 Joseph Roth, “Blick nach Südslawien,” in Joseph Roth Werke 2. Das journalistische Werk 1924-1928, ed. Klaus 
Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 746-749. Here p. 746. Originally published in the Frankfurter 
Zeitung on 16 July 1927. 
421 The capital became what one Washington Post reporter termed an “armed camp.”Citing the Correspondence 
Bureau of Vienna, the Associated Press summarized Belgrade’s reaction to strained relations with Albania. “A 
crown council has been summoned to consider the situation, the reports add; troops are being drafted for the 
Hungarian, Italian and Albanian frontiers and martial law will be proclaimed. Attempts by crowds to hold 
demonstrations in front of the Italian Legation are said to have been frustrated by the police.” “Jugoslavian Capital is 
Now Armed Camp: Diplomats, However, Expect Peaceful Settlement with Albania.”  
The Washington Post (1923-1954). ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The Washington Post. Here p. 3 Origianlly 
published on 8 June 1927.	
422 Roth, “Blick nach Südslawien,” 746.  
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Visiting the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes right after his trips through Poland, the 

Soviet Union, and Albania, Roth wrote of the tensions in Belgrade between the people and their 

new government. On the one hand, the spirit of government, its laws and leaders, were violent 

and corrupt.423 The people, on the other hand, were sincere and democratic. Further, this 

juxtaposition led Roth to make statements that read like prophecies today. Speaking of King 

Aleksandar I, Roth foresaw his dictatorship a whole two years before he took over; sensing the 

people’s democratic tendencies, Roth pointed towards the democracies that would eventually 

result from the violent dissolution of Yugoslavia in the early 1990s.424 While these adumbrative 

insights can easily be identified with the help of hindsight, Roth’s continued commentary on 

                                                
423 Roth’s claim of Serbian police brutality is evident in two primary settings:  before an election and in prisons. 
Before the elections held in February 1925, political persecution continued with “tremendous political, police, and 
military pressure. The gendarmerie and military were activated to preserve public order, as were some Chetnik (Serb 
nationalist) paramilitary units. [...] Over 2,000 homes were searched by the police and 2, 735 HRSS [Croat 
Republican Peasant Party (the Hrvatska republikanska seljacka stranka or HRSS, K.B.] local activists arrested.” See 
Mark Biondich, Stjepan Radić, The Croat Peoples Party, and Mass Mobilization, 1904-1928 (Toronto, Buffalo, 
London: University of Toronto Press, 2000), 148ff. Here p. 201. What is more, the Belgrade prison had a brutal 
reputation internationally as well. The New York Herald Tribune reported already in October 1927, “that Bulgarian 
students have been arrested by Yugoslavian secret police and in some cases tortured during questioning about 
Macedonian activities.” “Balkans Tense as Bulgar-Serb Breach Widens: Vienna Hears Jugoslav Envoy Demands 
Passports When Sofia Fails to Disperse Bandits on Border,” New York Herald Tribune (1926-1962); ProQuest 
Historical Newspapers: New York Tribune / Herald Tribune, 1. Originally published on Oct 9, 1927. 
424 As Roth suggested in his essays, corruption ruled the Kingdom, and it was ultimately a corruption scandal that 
tore the government apart. Biondich confirms Roth’s early insight into level of corruption in the Kingdom of Serbs, 
Croats and Slovenes. “From an early point, the country’s bureaucracy was characterized by inefficiency, nepotism, 
and corruption. [...] Though corruption was regularly debated in parliament, it was never eliminated for it was too 
firmly embedded.” Biondich, Stjepan Radić, 218. 
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police brutality and administrative corruption in Yugoslavia attests to his nuanced insights of the 

time in which he wrote.425   

 Roth left the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes and traveled Paris before partaking 

in another special correspondence trip. Instead of traveling east, Roth penned a short series of 

letters entitled “Briefe aus Deutschland von Cuneus,”426 which were published in the Frankfurter 

Zeitung between November 16 and January 28th, 1928.  Written often as a series of letters 

between Roth and his pseudonym, Cuneus, he wrote of his travels along the French-German 

border, specifically in the cities of Metz, Saarbrücken, and the town of Neukirchen.  

 To begin, Roth expounded on his hatred of borders. In the opening line to first letter of 

the series, he strongly stated that he thought borders were to stand for something; instead they 

deceitfully stood in the way. “Ich hasse die ‘Grenze’ zwischen zwei Ländern. Sie ist ein viel zu 

weiter Begriff für die Realitäten, die sie bezeichnet. Was ist eine ‘Grenze’? Ein Pfahl, ein 

Drahtgitter, ein Zollwächter, ein Visum, ein Stempel, ein Aufenthalt. Es sollten Symbole sein, 

und es sind Niederträchtigkeiten”427 Roth saw the borders as obstructions — posts and patrol 

guards — which by extension gave way to bureaucratic obstructions, for example, stops, stamps, 

                                                
425 Roth equated the power of the press with the impact of corruption by referring to the press as a ruling force. 
“Nirgends sind mir so elegante, flotte und—begabte Journalisten begegnet, nirgends auch so allmächtige. In 
Belgrade herrscht die Diktatur der Presse.” Roth, “Blick nach Südslawien,” 747.  What finally shed some light on 
the corrupt government, and what Roth was most likely referring to, was the biggest scandal in the country’s short 
history, which was uncovered by the press in 1926. Roth’s formulations, thus, were merely the tip of the iceberg, as 
the following years would reveal the extent to which the ‘police regime’ ruled in Belgrade. The unraveling of 
government corruption fueled political turmoil and eventually brought bloodshed into the parliament. This violence 
damaged the parliamentary monarchy to such an extent that King Aleksandar I proclaimed the Kingdom of Serbs, 
Croats and Slovenes to be a royal dictatorship on January 6th, 1929. See Biondich, Stjepan Radić, 150ff.  See also 
Mark Biondich, The Balkans. Revolution, War, and Political Violence since 1878 (Oxford:  Oxford University 
Press, 2011); Alan Fogelquist, Politics and Economic Policy in Yugosalvia, 1918-1929 (Los Angeles: Global 
Geopolitics Net, 2011). 
426 Joseph Roth, “Briefe aus Deutschland von Cuneus,” in Joseph Roth Werke 2. Das journalistische Werk 1924-
1928, ed. Klaus Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 772-818. Originally published in the 
Frankfurter Zeitung between 16 November 1927 and 28 January 1928. 
427 Joseph Roth, “Wie es an der Grenze gewesen wäre,” in Joseph Roth Werke 2. Das journalistische Werk 1924-
1928, ed. Klaus Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 772-779. Here p. 772. Originally published in 
the Frankfurter Zeitung on 16 November 1927.	
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and visas. What is more, these borders, these perfidies, according to Roth, formed a system with 

the power to change the outlook of any given individual. “Woher kommt es, daß mit der 

Ungültigkeit eines Visums, dem lächerlichen Strich eines gemeinen Kopierstiftes im Paß die 

Welt ein anderes Gesicht bekommt.”428 Such questions, Roth stated, perplexed him each time he 

crossed a border. In the end, Roth formed his own idea of a border with what he understood to be 

the “meaningful” symbols of the Saarland, namely “Wälder, Wind, Häuser, menschliche 

Beziehungen und nicht: einen Paß, einen Mahnzettel der Steuerbehörde, einen 

Einberufungsschein für Reservisten.”429 However, as Roth traveled to Poland for his next 

assignment for the Frankfurter Zeitung, he would encounter more borders enforced by 

militarized police. 

 

“Gestiefelt, gespornt, bewaffnet” — Roth’s Experience with Polish Border Police 

 Roth’s skepticism of borders returned when he crossed the German-Polish border in the 

summer of 1928. “Erst an der polnischen Grenze - an der sich übrigens die Züge fast regelmäßig 

verspäten - fand ich mich wieder in meine alte Skepsis zurück.”430 His fears were quickly 

exacerbated when the border guards executed a strict protocol to search his belongings. “Denn ist 

an vielen Grenzen die Untersuchung der Koffer schon auf ein paar symbolische 

Handbewegungen reduziert, so glaubt der polnische Zollrevisor seiner politischen Bedeutung 

noch eine gewisse Gründlichkeit schuldig zu sein.”431 The thoroughness of the patrol, however, 

quickly turned into excessiveness when Roth experienced how the Polish police carried out 
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customs procedures. 

Die Reisepässe, die zum Abstempeln von den Passagieren eingesammelt werden wie 
Stimmzettel, holt nicht ein Beamter in Zivil, sondern ein uniformierter Polizist, gestiefelt, 
gespornt, bewaffnet und das Angesicht mittels eines Lederriemens an die Mütze 
geschnallt. Und obwohl er selbstverständlich zu Fuß durch den Korridor geht, sieht es doch 
so aus, als ritte er an den offenen Kupeetüren vorbei und als wollte er die Pässe auf einer 
Lanze aufspießen, um sie dann draußen vielleicht zu braten.432  

Instead of civil servants inspecting his belongings, Roth described how the armed police 

uncivilly collected the passengers’ passports and held up the scheduled Fahrplan by an hour. His 

style draws out his personal nightmare by piecing together a suspenseful series of independent 

clauses: 

Die nächtliche Abgeschiedenheit der Station, die wie alle Grenzen außerhalb der Welt zu 
hängen scheint; die grillenumzirpte Ländlichkeit und die verlorenen Geflügelsignale aus 
den Gehöften; die undurchdringliche Rätselhaftigkeit eines bewölkten Nachthimmels und 
eines stundenlangen Aufenthalts; das absolute, einem Reisenden unerklärliche Geheimnis, 
das eine Grenze, ihre Beamten und ihre Zwecke umhüllt; all das verstärkt den Eindruck, 
daß wir aus dem Jahr, in dem wir gelebt haben, in ein längst verflossenes zurückgefallen 
sind und daß wir den sichernden und schützenden Bestimmungen eines Fahrplanes nicht 
mehr unterliegen. Der Willkür einer zwar stillen, aber immerhin unbekannten Natur 
preisgegeben, können wir nicht mehr mit Sicherheit darauf rechnen, daß wir am Ziel 
ankommen. 433  
 

Roth’s use of parataxis allows the reader to judge the situation first. As the waiting time added 

up, Roth then introduced the possibility that the train would remain in an eternal limbo, 

regardless of the arrival time written on the timetable. This disregard for the timetable led Roth 

to worry about what the police were doing with the passengers’ passports. “Vielleicht 

verglimmen irgendwo unsere Pässe zu Asche, vielleicht rosten unter unseren Füßen die 

Räder.”434 The border suspended both train and passenger in time, allowing for the possibility 

that the passenger might remain stranded and without a legal existence.  

 The behavior of the Polish police was not new to Roth.  While passing through Poland on 
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his way to Soviet Russia in 1926, right after Joseph Piłsudski successfully led a military coup to 

take control of Poland in May, Roth commented — in an essay for Das Illustrierte Blatt entitled 

“Spaziergang in Warschau,” 435 — on the intricate intersection of ethnicity and political identity 

during this volatile time. In this essay, Roth gave three reasons for the increased incarceration in 

the Second Polish Republic: internal politicking, fear of Russian and/or Communist 

expansionism, and police corruption, especially with regard to cases involving Ukrainian 

minorities. As he put it:  “Die innerpolitischen Verhältnisse des Landes, Furcht vor dem 

benachbarten Rußland, verschiedene echte und von der politischen Polizei halb vorgetäuschte 

und konstruierte Konspiration der im großen nicht staatsfreundlichen ukrainischen Bevölkerung 

verursachen viele Einzel- und Massenverhaftungen.”436 Indeed, Andrzej Misiuk confirmed 

Roth’s insight in his essay “Police and Policing Under the Second Polish Republic, 1918-39,” 

that “the repressive capabilities of the (Polish) state were not just directed against the political 

opposition, but were increasingly directed towards the national minorities.”437 In addition, the 

“fear of neighboring Russia,” as Roth phrased it, did result in “a sharp rise between 1925-1926” 

of people arrests for committing “Communist activities.”438 Misiuk elaborates that Poland’s fear 

of Russia was “constant as historic fears of Russian expansionism merged with those of new 

fears of Communist expansionism.”439 Lastly, Misiuk’s research confirmed, to a certain extent, 

the validity of Roth’s suspicions against the political police for conspiring against innocent 

Ukrainians in Poland based on the precedent set to combat previous domestic terrorists of 
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Ukrainian descent. The early years of the Piłsudski regime (1926-1929), Misiuk writes, “saw the 

emergence of terrorist activity in Eastern Galicia, committed by Ukrainian nationalists with the 

support of the German Special Services. [...] In reaction to these acts, Pilsudski decided to 

amplify the scope of repression, utilizing the police forces against the general Ukrainian 

population.” 440 While in Warsaw, Roth did not directly correlate the police corruption to 

Piłsudski, because the Second Polish Republic had fourteen different governments over the 

course of only seven years. When Roth passed through Poland in September 1926, the Piłsudski 

regime had only been in power for five months.441 

 After two years of Piłsudski rule, however, Roth did remark on a change in police 

behavior when he returned to Poland in 1928.442 His description of the border patrol signaled 
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both the militarization and politicization of the police under Piłsudski.443 By the mid-1930s, 

Piłsudski not only established an army of special combat police officers, whose duty was 

specifically to arrest and at times kill protesters, but also an “isolation camp” in Bereza Kartuska, 

where 2,000-7,000 political opponents accused of espionage and were held without trial from 

1934-1939. 444 While Roth already noted the escalation of imprisonment in 1926, this trend only 

continued to increase under the Piłsudski regime. Furthermore, Roth’s fear and anxiety with 

regard to the border control appears to have been more than justified, especially as he could have 

been perceived as — or even made to “officially” be — a German, Austrian, or Ukrainian 

minority. 

 Once Roth made his way to Warsaw, he noted his first impressions of the capital. One 

comment about the traffic officers, in particular, stands out given his harsh criticism of the police 

at the border. “Der silberne Glanz eines Schimmels, der an manchen Mittelpunkten der Stadt 

einen Polizisten trägt und einen Verkehrsturm ersetzt, vermittelt eine angenehme Ahnung von 

einer Art feudaler Intention, welche die Maßnahmen der Behörde zu bestimmen scheint.”445 

Referring to the officers riding horseback, Roth sensed that the government agencies were taking 

on former feudal practices. Although Roth does not elaborate as to what he meant by “feudal 

intentions,” Poland at this time was still coming into its own institutions after a century of 

Russian, German, and Austro-Hungarian occupation. As Misiuk points out, the Second Republic 
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of Poland had a certain proclivity to preserve the Austrian institutional style in order to 

legitimize the new Polish institutions. “This centrally-controlled police system was part of a 

centralized state administration that resembled largely that of their former Austrian rulers, and 

was meant to rationalize the state structure and make it more efficient.” 446 Furthermore, the 

continuation of feudal practices Roth picked up on in Warsaw might have directly been due to 

the inclusion of former police officers who had previously served under Austrian authorities in 

addition to the explicit exclusion of their German and Russian counterparts. The feudal habitus 

of the traffic police, according to Roth, were also not novel to Warsaw. With regard to the traffic 

police in Berlin 1924, he clearly viewed the Schutzpolizei as ruling over the city from the 

position of a traffic light. 447 Four years later, Roth pointed towards a similar power shift from the 

seat of feudal power to the podium of law enforcement as evidenced in the streets of the Polish 

capital as well. 

 Roth continued to compare Germany and Poland, Berlin and Warsaw, throughout these 

particular travel essays.  Much like his study of the Jewish minorities in Vienna, Berlin, and 

Moscow in Juden auf Wanderschaft, Roth chose to focus on the Ukrainian and German 

minorities in Poland in these essays. As he explained the process by which he obtained an inside 

look at the victimized populations, one of his strongest anti-police sentiments came to light. 

“Manchmal, um mich unter sie zu mischen, begebe ich mich in ein Polizeiamt, wo Opfer am 

sichersten anzutreffen sind. Eine Regel, lieber Freund - und sie gilt ohne Ausnahme für alle 

Länder. Aber jedes Land kennt seine besonderen Abteilungen, in denen die Schikane auf 

besondere Art gepflogen wird.” 448 The police office, for Roth, was where he met victims of the 
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state in any country — “without exception.” Each state simply had different customs in terms of 

victimization, which was often dependent on a specific police department. Yet, no police 

department was exempt from Roth’s accusation of victimization. On the one hand, his sarcastic 

opinion of the traffic officers aggrandized the power of their position, and, on the other hand, his 

sincere description of police departments in every country he visited expressed his opinion that 

that the police disenfranchised minorities and migrants with hostility, brutality, and at times fatal 

violence.  

 After Roth traveled through Poland during the Summer of 1928, he returned to Vienna to 

renew his Austrian passport.449  Soon thereafter, Roth received word directly from the 

Frankfurter Zeitung, and not from Benno Reifenburg, that his next trip for the paper would be in 

Italy. Upset by this decision-making process, he wrote to Reifenburg: “obwohl ich Ihnen gestern 

2 Briefe hintereinander geschrieben habe, die Sie hoffentlich erhatlen habe [...] schreibe ich 

heute noch einmal. Weil mich nämlich die plötzliche Ankündigung meiner Italien-Reise be dem 

kolossalen Mißtrauen, auf dem mein Verhältnis zur Welt und natürlich auch zur F.Z. beruht, 

stutzig macht.” 450  Although Roth felt he had little say in when and where he reported from, he 

was nevertheless “wirklich engagiert” as Bronsen writes, “bei seiner im Oktober und November 

unternommenen Italienreise, die ihn über Wien nach Triest, Meran, Mailand, Rom, Neapel und 

Genua führte. Er war entschlossen, die italienische Diktatur schonunglos zu demaskiern. 451 This 

goal to “de-mask” the dictatorship would later cause Roth problems, after his essays were 

heavily redacted. Frustrated by the decisions made by the editors at the Frankfurter Zeitung, 

Roth wrote to Reifenberg and suggested, sarcastically, that “Mussolini das Ideal des 
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internationalen Bürgertums ist und daß es gefährlich ist, ihn in einer als bürgerlich geltenden 

Zeitung anzugreifen oder zu ironisieren.” 452In the end, the Frankfurter Zeitung published only 

four essays under the series title, “Das vierte Italien.”453 

 

“Die allmächtige Polizei” — Roth’s Analysis of Police Forces under Mussolini 

 To begin the series, Roth readied himself — and the reader — for Fascist Italy, which he 

described as having no need for journalists. “Fremde mit einer Leidenschaft für die italienische 

Aktualität, mit einem Interesse für Pressefreiheit, für die Lage des Proletariats und für die 

Finanzgebarung des Staates kann der Faschismus nicht brauchen.”454  According to Roth, the 

‘real’ Italy had been suppressed by Prime Minster Benito Mussolini, after he drastically 

increased and diversified the police in 1922 and especially after 1925, when he progressively 

dismantled the constitutional restraints on his power to build a police state.455 After Mussolini 

became the sixth Prime Minister of Italy, he was in control of the state policing apparatus, which 

notably included the Carabinieri, or military police, and the Interior Ministry police. The 

Carabinieri, on the one hand, favored the Fascist take-over, mainly because the previous Liberal 

government had taken, as Jonathan Dunnage describes, “measures that appeared to weaken their 
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powers and prestige in favor of the Interior Ministry police.” 456  The central measure taken was 

to militarized the city security unit, (the Guardie di Citta became the Guardie Regie), which 

thereby ostracized the Carabinieri to the rural regions. 457 One of Mussolini’s first changes to the 

police forces was to abolish the recently created Guardie Regie (along with the Agenti 

Investigativi) in order to restore power to the Carabinieri, who had strongly supported the 

Fascist movement. 458  In addition, Mussolini added the “Party Militia (Milizia Volontaria per Ia 

Sicurezza Nazionale)” and a “number of political investigative organizations.”459 This 

arrangement of an extremely violent squadristi and a loyal Carabinieri would only last for about 

the first three years of Mussolini’s rule when the squadristi’s uncontrolled violence and the 

Carabinieri’s latent loyalty to the monarchy jeopardized Mussolini’s stability and even position 

as Prime Minister. 460 Thus, “from 1925 onwards political repression was mainly entrusted to the 

Interior Ministry police — accompanied by the reconstitution of the urban security guards 

(Agenti di Pubblica Sicurezza).” 461  After this transition, Mussolini frequently relied on purges 

— or the firing of officers on political grounds and to maintain loyalty. 

 In his series, Roth began with this striking visibility of the many divisions within the 

Italian police. As he transitioned from his expectations to his first glimpse of the “Italian 

actuality,” his initial description started on the surface with vivid portrayals of what he 

immediately saw — the train station, police officers, and other visitors — and then crescendoed 
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into a political critique of Fascism. The first essay, entitled “Erste Begegnung mit der Diktatur,” 

462 detailed the police presence upon Roth’s arrival at the train station in Triest. “Der erste 

Faschist zeigte sich mir am Bahnhof. An seinem schwarzen Hemd war er leicht zu erkennen.” 463  

Roth, fascinated at first with the Blackshirts, went into detailed description of Mussolini’s most 

forceful policing unit, who challenged all arriving passengers with a look that stated: “ ‘Seht 

mich an! Ich bin der Blick eines Faschisten! ...’”. 464  Commenting on almost every aspect of the 

Blackshirt’s uniform, Roth wrote: 

Der Kragen und die Rockklappen waren schwarz umsäumt. Unwahrscheinlich breite 
Reiterhosen mündeten in schönen, glänzenden, gelben Ledergamaschen. Die Hosen 
erinnerten an große Schmetterlingsflügel. Wenn der Faschist ging, glaubte man, daß er 
wehte. An seiner rechten Hüfte hing in einem neuen braunen Lederetui ein winziges, 
reizendes Pistölchen, eher einem Schmuckstück ähnlich als einer Waffe. Die Hand des 
Faschisten fuchtelte mit einer eleganten Reitgerte, metallener Knopf und Lederschlaufe am 
Ende. Außer einem Pferd und Sporen besaß der Mann alle kavalleristischen Zubehöre. 
Übrigens ging er auf dem Bahnsteig auf und ab wie einer, der soeben aus dem Sattel 
kommt und sich ein bißchen Bewegung machen will. Vielleicht wieherte sein Roß 
irgendwo in der Nähe der Lokomotive. 465   
 

In Roth’s initial description of the officer, the style and elegant uniform of the Blackshirt almost 

distract from his intimidating presence, yet they appeared to remind visitors of an unspoken 

Fascist policy. The only foreigners Fascists could accommodate, according to Roth, were 

honeymooners interested in Italy’s past (“Ruinen, Museen, [der] Lido und [der] Vesuv” 466). By 

combining the new pistol and chic leather holster with the old cavalier accent pieces, their 

uniforms both introduced the new force of Italy and attempted to refocus the visitor’s view 

towards classic elements of Italy’s past. 

 Roth continued to take a closer look at the officer in the uniform, whose presence he 
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considered was “simultaneously official and smug.” 467 

Er war jung, er mochte achtundzwanzig Jahre zählen. Er hatte ein glattrasiertes Gesicht mit 
den markanten Zügen, die man halb der Natur zu verdanken hat und halb einem breiten, 
weichen Filzhut mit einseitig aufgeschlagener Krempe. Es bestand kein Zweifel, daß der 
junge Mann die Herbheit seines Profils kannte. Er schien es durch eine wohlerwogene 
Kopfhaltung den Passagieren darzubieten, die zu den Fenstern hinaussahen. Manchmal 
blieb er stehn, machte Front und zeigte sich en face. Er musterte die Fremden, dienstlich 
und zugleich selbstgefällig. 468   

The way the Blackshirts commanded the attention of the passengers was exercised through the 

body, particularly the face, and then accentuated with the uniform. According to Roth’s 

depiction, it was not just a journalist who found himself studying the officer up and down; other 

passengers were also drawn to stare out the train window as they approached the station. 

 What is more, Roth found it challenging to find anything “unofficial” in his first 

encounter with the dictatorship. The militia, the police, and the secret police were all assigned to 

the train station. As Roth compared the militia and the police, his began to rank of all the 

officers.  

Es war übrigens in diesem Bahnhof kaum etwas Undienstliches zu sehen. Es gab vielmehr 
eine militärische Bahnhofskommandantur. Ich erinnere mich noch gut an diese 
Kriegseinrichtung. [...] Am Tisch saß der Unteroffizier und bediente das Telephon. In der 
Ecke kauerte die Ordonnanz. Ich hatte gedacht, daß ich bis zum nächsten Krieg warten 
müßte, um noch einmal eine Bahnhofskommandantur zu sehen. Nun ist sie da und sieht 
genauso aus wie bei uns. [...] Statt der Armbinde mit dem Flügelrad trägt der 
Bahnhofsoffizier eine großartige Schärpe in den italienischen Landesfarben, wie ein 
Fahnenjunker aus dem Siebenjährigen Krieg. Es ist, versteht sich, ein flotter Offizier. 
Seine hohe, zylinderartige Mütze ist unten schmal und wird oben breit. Sie hat ein 
abschüssiges, fast steiles ledernes Dach und sitzt ein wenig schief Der Säbel, dessen Griff 
im linken Arm liegt wie ein Kind, ist viel zu lang im Verhältnis zur Kürze des ganzen 
Mannes. Das Gesicht, dessen obere Hälfte das Dach der Mütze beschattet, sieht aus, als 
säße der Offizier eigentlich bequem, während er sich fortbewegt. 469   
 

As Roth proceeded to depict the Bahnhofskommandantur, he was reminded of the wartime 
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commanders in the Austro-Hungarian Empire, which prompted him to pose the question: “Was 

also soll die Kommandantur? ... Ich bin nicht neugierig, aber schließlich wüßte ich gern, was 

eine Bahnhofskommandantur mitten im Frieden zu tun hat.” 470  Roth set up this question in 

order to provide an ironic answer.  

Vielleicht muß sie die vielen Truppen bewachen, die man auf allen Bahnhöfen in Italien 
sieht. Man fängt an zu glauben, daß die italienischen Regimenter fortwährend ihre 
Garnisonen wechseln, Gewehre, Bajonette, Säbel, Uniformen, Schärpen, Kommandos. 
Welch ein kriegerischer Elan auf diesen Bahnhöfen, wo soviel museumsbeflissene Fremde 
ankommen, friedliche und wohlhabende Naturen, für die man eher kundige 
Kunsthistoriker aufstellen sollte! 471   
 

A sense of frustration at this point in his encounter with Fascist Italy lead Roth to ironically 

continue his description of the train station, especially in referring to the official extension of 

Italian power as “superfluous” and “Ornamente der Sicherheit.”  

Aber alles ist bewaffnet - und die gewöhnlichen italienischen Polizisten sind in diesen 
Kriegslagern noch harmloser als in den Städten. Mit ihrem schwarzen Cutaway, dem 
krummen Säbel, den weißen Handschuhen, den roten Generalsstreifen, dem traditionellen 
Zweispitz sehen sie überflüssig aus. Sie waren einmal Organe, jetzt sind sie Ornamente der 
Sicherheit. Neben der Schützengraben-Koketterie der Faschisten und dem bellikosen 
Korso-Schmiß der Offiziere stellen sie eine Art männlicher Bonnen dar, bestimmt, auf 
Kinder und Minderjährige achtzugeben, die sich den Geleisen nähern. Es ist, als trügen sie 
Säbel aus Holz. Sie imponieren mir gar nicht. 472   

Next to “trench-coquetry” of the Blackshirts and the militia’s procession of “bellicose full-body 

blows,” Roth ridiculed the Italian police as “a kind of manly nursemaid” in charge of protecting 

the children from nearing too close to the platform. 473  

 In the last few paragraphs detailing his first encounter with Mussolini’s Italy, Roth’s 

opinion appeared in full. Whereas the Italian police did not impress him in the least, he scoffed at 

the “secret” police, who were easily spotted according to their ‘uniform’. 
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Es bedarf keiner besonderen Beobachtungsgabe, um neben den Uniformen auch 
Polizeispitzel in Zivil wahrzunehmen. Sie sind nicht etwa, wie die Polizeiagenten 
diktaturloser Staaten, an biederen Stiefeln und Plastrons zu erkennen, sondern eher an einer 
plebejischen Auffassung vom Wesen der Eleganz. Und insofern eine allgemeine 
Beurteilung einer ganzen Kategorie zulässig ist, kann man sagen, daß die Spitzel in Italien 
eine besondere Vorliebe für lange und sehr schmale Manschetten haben und für grelle 
Krawatten, die sich aus winzigen Knoten zu breiten, bauschigen Fähnchen über der Brust 
entwickeln. Diese Spitzel scheinen selbst eine naive Freude an ihrer Auffälligkeit zu 
finden. Ihre Methode ist nicht Bewachung, sondern Einschüchterung. Es ist kaum 
glaubhaft, daß so viele Menschen in Italien den Provokateuren hereinfallen. Bei all ihrer 
Gefährlichkeit kommen sie mir infantil vor. 474 
 

Like bullies, Roth painted the secret police as infantile idiots, whose actions even failed to 

intimidate the population upon whom they were supposed to spy. While Roth would have rather 

not acknowledged the secret police at all, his impression of the secret police segued into his 

admission of his misrepresentations of the Fascist policing bodies.   

 In closing, Roth handed down his verdict:  Italy’s police force was ridiculously childish.  

Es ist überhaupt der erste - und notwendigerweise oberflächliche - Eindruck, den ich nur 
der Genauigkeit halber verzeichne: Infantil ist der Glanz der Ledergamaschen, die kokette 
Pistole, die bunte Schärpe, die viel zu hohe Mütze, der viel zu lange Säbel. Infantil ist der 
Gruß mittels erhobener Hand, die halb zu einer Ohrfeige und halb zu einem Segen ausholt. 
Infantil ist die zudringliche Neugier der Spitzel, die von mir nichts erfahren werden, weil 
sie sich vor mir verraten. Infantil über den Brunnen, an den Rändern der Plakate, an den 
Wänden der Pissoirs die simplen Zeichnungen, die Mussolini in einer cäsarischen Pose 
darstellen. Und ernst scheint nur das Rizinusöl zu sein. 475 
 

For Roth, all aspects of the officers under Mussolini—the leather, the weaponry, the hats, the 

gestures—were self-important and immature. While Roth claimed at first to have attempted to 

judge Mussolini’s dictatorship at face value (or literally on the merits of their uniforms and 

composure), his real opinion came into focus at the end of “Erste Begegnung mit der Diktatur.”  

While Roth’s repetitive use of the phrase “infantile ist” 476 packed a dramatic punch, the structure 
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of the essay and his stylistic attention to detail effectively set up his depiction of the various 

Italian policing bodies like dominos awaiting their fall in the penultimate paragraph.  

 In Roth’s “close-reading” of the police upon his arrival at the train station, Roth already 

implies brutal methods of torture employed by these childish impostors. As R.J.B Bosworth has 

mentioned in his monograph on Mussolini, force-feeding castor oil was a widely used technique, 

especially among the Blackshirts.477 Moreover, according to another journalist writing for TIME 

magazine in 1923, Mussolini was already well known for this tactic. “Having become a 

Napoleon overnight, he [Mussolini, K.B.] armed his black-shirted minions with castor oil and the 

party song, Giovinezza — both equally deadly. Although the Fascisti cannot be absolved from 

using armed force against the civil population, Mussolini's coup d'etat in October 1922 was 

largely effected by the potency of his castor oil and the monotony of Giovinezza.”478  As 

suggested here, the castor oil was clearly taken seriously, even if those who used it were not. But 

perhaps the most ironic part of Roth’s phrasing was how castor oil was also known as a 

punishment for children.  

 Once children themselves, according to Roth, Mussolini’s men tortured the way they 

knew how. This also suggested a lack of training, especially when compared with the Soviets. 

Roth’s final point in “Erste Begegnung mit der Diktatur,”  was not just to critique the Italian law 

enforcement, but also to briefly compare Mussolini’s Fascism with Lenin’s Bolshevism. Roth 

took up these comparative tactics because, much like the TIME essay cited above, Mussolini was 

all too often compared with other rulers. In disagreement with this comparison, however, 

considered it precisely because he only saw differences between Lenin and Mussolini. 479 In 

reverse order, Roth’s recollected his opinions of the Soviet counterparts to the Fascist policing 
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bodies:  spies were “unauffällig und unsichtbar,” the Rotgardists were “einfach und massiv,” 

women performed border inspections with efficiency, and Lenin was not portrayed posing as the 

next King, but simply as the head official.480 What is more, Roth “hatte nicht den Eindruck, von 

der durchsichtigen Romantik eines Kriminalfilms empfangen zu werden, sondern von einer 

gefährlichen, schweren Unerbittlichkeit. Ich wehre mich dagegen zu glauben, daß diese 

Pistölchen knallen können. Und doch können sie knallen.” 481 While the Soviets clearly instilled 

in Roth an inexorable fear, the Italian Fascists, according to Roth, with their focus on aesthetics, 

were dangerously deceptive, yet lethal nonetheless. 

 As Roth continued his series of essays, both the police and the Fascist aesthetic took turns 

as the subject of his criticism. In his second essay, “Diktatur im Schaufenster,”482 Roth went into 

more detail regarding the overwhelming image of Mussolini and the role his photograph played 

in legitimizing his dictatorship. “Überall also, wo sich die Öffentlichkeit trifft und manifestiert 

und der dekorative wie der häusliche Sinn des Volkes zum Vorschein kommt: überall sieht man 

das Porträt Mussolinis. [...] Niemals war die Photographie ein so wichtiges Hilfsmittel der 

Nationalgeschäfte, und niemals erfreute sich eine Diktatur einer größeren Authentizität.” 483  This 

authenticity manifested in public life as well. Halfway through the essay Roth shifted from the 

aestheticized version of Mussolini, to the processions that accompanied him in the streets.  “Es 

sind nicht nur die Illustrationen, die ihn verbreiten und die von ihm geradezu hergestellt zu sein 

scheinen, sondern es sind auch die demonstrativen Erscheinungen des öffentlichen Lebens 

bereits vorausgenommene Illustrationen, so daß, was von der Wirklichkeit zu sehen ist, einem 
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ausgewählten Rohstoff für eine Zeitschrift ähnlich wird. Faschisten marschieren mit Musik durch 

die Straßen.” 484  The remainder of the essay returned to again describe the Fascist “everyman,” 

followed by their youth counterparts, all in uniform, all marching through the streets — not 

because of their political convictions, but rather because of “eine Art Musikalität in den 

Beinen,”485 which showed the manipulative power of mass demonstration. 

 Upon closer examination, Roth observed again how the faces of these demonstrators 

revealed a truth to him.  “Aber da in ihren Gesichtern nichts anderes zu lesen ist als eine bewegte 

Versunkenheit gewissermaßen, die aus der Verbindung von starren und leeren Blicken mit 

rhythmisch schütternden Wangen entsteht.”486 Not fooled by the superficiality of Mussolini’s 

followers, Roth speculated on the conditions for such submersed, yet empty Fascists, namely the 

practices of indoctrination modeled on religious rituals. Citing the “fascist catechism” or rather 

the Catechism for Balillas (a booklet published for the Opera Nazionale Balilla (ONB), Fascist 

youth organization from 1926-1937)487, Roth spliced together another, shortened version of the 

Fascist ‘prayer’: “ ‘Ich bin Italien, deine Herrin, dein Gott’; ‘Ich glaube an das Genie 

Mussolinis’; ‘und an unseren heiligen Vater, den Faschismus, und an die Kommunion der 

Märtyrer’; ‘an die Bekehrung der Italiener und an die Auferstehung des Imperiums - Amen.’” 488 

Here, Roth suggests that the Fascist went too far. The prayer, which echoed the Apostles Creed, 

often used in Catholic mass, blasphemed against a God and a tradition many Italians still 

believed in and worshiped. Thus, Vatican denounced it. Indeed, this technique of combining 

religious practices with other traditions, which was once employed in the Middle Ages in the 
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Holy Roman Empire, exposed the Fascist superficiality to Roth in 1928.  

 Mussolini’s methods of propaganda and indoctrination extended beyond the streets and 

trains stations and came into conflict with social institutions other than the Catholic Church. In 

the third essay of “Das vierte Italien” to appear, “Die allmächtige Polizei,”489 Roth critiqued the 

changes in the enforcement of identity and travel documentation under Mussolini, which 

required the enforcement of passports and visas by governmental and social institutions alike. In 

this regard, Roth’s commentary on Italy honed on police forces and hotel management 

specifically.  

 Shortly after his arrival in Rome, Roth mentioned the discomfort he experienced at the 

hotel in his exchange with the concierge.  

Nach zwei Tagen ist mir der römische Hotelportier unsympathisch. Seine professionelle 
Freundlichkeit mischt sich mit jener schlecht verhehlten Neugier, die den mittelmäßigen 
Spitzel verrät. Er ist nicht dazu geboren, der Polizei Dienste zu leisten. Er ist - er sagt es 
selbst - seit zwanzig Jahren im Hotelgewerbe, er war noch in einer Zeit Hotelportier, in der 
jeder Fremde in Italien nur ein Gast war, kein Gegenstand behördlicher Zweifel. 490   
 

The curiosity exhibited by the concierge was correlated to his new duties; after “twenty years in 

the Hotel business” the concierge worked in the same hotel but became employed by a 

foreigners’ registration office. Here, Roth commented on the abilities of social institutions, like 

the hotel, to take on duties once reserved strictly for police enforcement. Paraphrasing the 

experienced concierge, Roth relayed his testimony to the changes under the new regime that 

forced the concierge to see guests as dubious subjects trying to circumvent authorities.  

 In Roth’s recollection of the conversation, the concierge, too, seems frustrated by the 
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additional procedures, which include the immediate collection of identification. 

Den Wandel des Regimes erkennt der Fremde zuerst am Portier. Er nimmt bei der 
Begrüßung sofort den Reisepaß ab. Ich gestehe, daß ich ein tiefes Mißtrauen gegen die 
Staaten habe, in deren Hotels man den Paß abliefern muß. (Es gibt Reisende, die das 
gleichgültig läßt.) Die ganze traditionelle Gastfreundschaft eines Landes, das seit vielen 
Jahren vom Fremdenverkehr lebt und aller Voraussicht nach noch viele Jahre ohne ihn 
nicht wird leben können, wird mir verdächtig, wenn das Hotelpersonal behördliche 
Funktionen auszuüben beginnt und mir den Reisepaß, also meine Bewegungsfreiheit, auch 
nur für einen halben Tag nimmt. 491 
 

Hotels did not issue papers entitling a person to freedom of movement, but they could demand to 

take them away. Once a place of hospitality, checking into a hotel became another aspect of 

border patrol — a place where a person entered, according to Roth, into a liminal state at the 

threshold between valid and invalid. And while Roth admitted that other travelers saw this as a 

non-issue, their naiveté with regards to essentially giving up their “freedom of movement” only 

seemed to accentuate and corroborate Roth’s ominous feeling in Italy. 

 Yet, Roth was not just any traveler. Mussolini’s influence on the hospitality industry was 

especially concerning to Roth because he considered himself a “Hotelbürger, ein 

Hotelpatriot.”492 After his loyalty to the Dual Monarchy, Roth had no other homeland physically 

or politically. Since 1919, Roth lived exclusively in hotels for a decade, and would continue to 

do so until his death in 1939, exactly a decade after officially declaring his new “Fatherland”493 

to be a hotel in 1929. Therefore, Roth often judged countries based on his experience of staying 

in their hotels. Much like Roth’s 1924 report on the “death of the Portier” at one Berlin’s biggest 

hotels, Mussolini’s move to require their hotels to function like registration offices led to his 

ominous feelings about the state of Italy. But in France, he still found refuge and a “Fatherland.” 
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A year after visiting Italy to report for the Frankfurter Zeitung, Roth contrasts Italian hotel 

procedures from 1928 with French hotel customs (presumably in Marseilles) in his series of 

essays entitled “Hotelwelt.”494  

 This contrast helps to frame the Italian example, as Roth did not just critique certain hotel 

practices, but also detailed what he deemed to be acceptable, hospitable behavior. Unlike Italy, 

the focus was directed first and foremost towards the humanity exhibited by the French 

receptionist. “So selig scheint ihn meine Ankunft zu machen, daß sein Rücken seinem Mund 

Freundlichkeit abgibt und das Berufliche sich mit dem Menschlichen in der Begrüßung teilt.” 495 

For Roth, remembering to be or (simply remaining) human in any profession was crucial. Yet, 

receiving guests with a smile was not enough; the mix of the “humane” and the “professional” 

needed to extend further into the duties of the job. As Roth continued, passports, registrations, 

and visas, for example, were understood as offensive.  

Er würde sich schämen, mir einen Meldezettel vorzulegen; so genau weiß er, daß ich das 
Gesetz als eine persönliche Beleidigung empfinde. Meinen Meldezettel schreibt er später, 
wenn ich schon im Zimmer bin, mit eigener Hand, obwohl er keine Ahnung hat, woher ich 
komme. Nach Lust und Laune schreibt er irgendeinen Namen hin, einen der Städte, die er 
für würdig hält, von mir besucht zu werden. Meine Daten sind ihm geläufiger als mir 
selbst. Wahrscheinlich kehren im Laufe der Jahre noch andere Männer bei ihm ein, die so 
heißen wie ich. Aber ihre Daten kennt er nicht, und stets erscheinen sie ihm ein wenig 
verdächtig, als wären sie illegale Usurpatoren meines Namens. 496 
 

Here, Roth seemed to suggest a mutual understanding between the French concierge and himself:  

the recent hotel regulations were an embarrassment, especially when dealing with longtime, loyal 

occupants such as himself. The French concierge appeared, in Roth’s portrayal, as an adept 

adherent to this unspoken hotel hospitality code — loyalty to the guests above the state — as he 
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seemed well versed in both his refusal to even present the guest with a registration form and his 

style of forgery. However, as Roth parenthetically mentioned in Italy, there were travelers of a 

different opinion. For these visitors, the forgery was perhaps unnecessary. Thus, part of the 

concierge’s job for Roth was not breaking the law per se, but rather accommodating individual 

guests out of respect and hospitality.   

 Furthermore, the incorporation of policing duties in Italian social institutions, like hotels, 

perplexed Roth, especially given his impression of the uniformed police enforcement he 

encountered upon arrival. Roth, citing Mussolini, even rattled off the official numbers: “Nach 

den Mitteilungen Mussolinis (am 26. Mai 1927) gibt es im faschistischen Italien:  60.000 

Gendarmen, 15.000 Polizisten, 5.000 Polizisten in Rom, 10.000 Mann der Eisenbahn-, der Post- 

und Telegraphen-Miliz. Dazu kommen die Grenz-Miliz und 300.000 Mann der freiwilligen 

Faschisten-Miliz ‘für die nationale Sicherheit’.” 497  If there was no shortage of police under 

Mussolini, Roth wondered:  why must Hotelportiers do the job of registration officers?  

 However, there is a high probability that these numbers were in flux during the exact time 

of Roth’s trip. Whereas Roth, citing Mussolini, reported high numbers of police officers as of 

May 1927, Jonathan Dunnage has researched the firing of many police officers that occurred 

both in 1927 and in 1928 during the time Roth visited. As Dunnage explains: “During the late 

twenties the Interior Ministry police underwent further purges using legislation passed in 1923, 

1927 and 1928 making it easier to dismiss or retire incompetent or politically undesirable 

personnel.” 498 Granted, as Dunnage readily admitted, the number of personnel purged in 1927 

and 1928 is still not precisely known. The police purges might suggest the reasons for involving 

hotel personnel in performing certain duties.  
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 The legislation initiating and legalizing the purging of police incited “widespread 

instances of incompetence, neglect of duty and petty corruption” as the grounds for dismissal. 499  

As Dunnage explained further: “Officials and lower-grade employees lacked practical experience 

and were ignorant of the new public security law and other recent legislation. For example, 

despite new regulations making it more difficult to emigrate, passports were still being issued 

according to the old system.”500  If the police were not up to speed regarding the regulations and 

lacked experience, it might have been easier to require receptionists to perform such duties as 

checking passports and visas, given their specialization and experience in dealing with travelers.   

 Nevertheless, the composition of police forces in Fascist Italy, whether competent and 

motivated or not, remained unchanged. “Allein schon die Existenz dieser Streitkräfte würde 

genügen, die persönliche Freiheit des italienischen Staatsbürgers zu beschränken.”501 The variety 

of the personnel — Gendarmes, police officers, and militiamen — all made for an oppressive 

presence, according to Roth, and the many facets of policing gave rise to Roth’s claim of Italy’s 

“all-powerful” police.    

 Along with the additional regulations for hotels, Mussolini created a web of resistance 

through a series of obstacles. The Fascist regime amplified laws, enforcement, and punishments 

to repressive extremes. Together with “an extension and intensification of already-existing 

powers that under the Liberal state had given the police a semi-authoritarian character,” the 

police were given the “powers to arrest and detain on suspicion, and reduced judicial guarantees 

against abuse of power.”502  These powers included “Ammonizione (imposing restrictions on the 
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movements and activities of individuals) and confino (internal exile),” which were “already used 

by the Liberal police (as stipulated by the 1889 Police Code)” but only “against habitual or 

suspected criminals and political offenders as a means of avoiding lengthy court procedures.”503 

After 1926, these powers were enforced without regard for the type of criminal. As Dunnage 

explains: 

Individuals arrested for the most serious crimes against the state, mainly those involved in 
the Communist underground movement, went before special tribunals (Tribunali speciali 
per la difesa della Stato) over which the ordinary magistracy had no influence. The new 
Criminal Code [...] also established more severe punishments for ordinary crimes. 
Surveillance activities intensified through the creation of several organizations. These 
included the Servizio Politico di Investigazione [, ... the] Uffici Politici Investigativi [...,] 
and the Opera Vigilanza e Repressione dell'Antifascismo (OVRA).” 504  
 

In almost every facet of policing, the Fascists were able to repress and interfere with Italian 

citizens, which was ominous to Roth as a “Hotelpatriot” and a traveler.  The use of Ammonizione 

and confino were of particular interest to Roth, for whom personal freedom included, in large 

part, the freedom of movement.  

 As Roth concluded in his essay on the “almighty police,” the mere presence and variety 

of police under Mussolini severely limited the freedom of movement and posed harsh criminal 

consequences for the average Italian citizen. 

Der Italiener kann in seinem eigenen Lande nicht reisen, wenn er nicht die vorgeschriebene 
Identitätskarte von der Polizeibehörde seines ständigen Aufenthaltsortes bekommen hat. 
Kein Hotel darf ihn beherbergen. Nicht einmal in einem Spital findet er Aufnahme. Die 
Auswanderung ist praktisch unmöglich. Die Behörden geben keine Pässe fürs Ausland. 
Zwanzigtausend Lire und mindestens drei Jahre Gefängnis für denjenigen, der den Versuch 
macht, die Grenze ohne Paß zu überschreiten. 505   
 

While the police limited the freedom of movement within Italy, migration outside of Italy was 

out of the question. The Italian citizen was limited to traveling within the country, only after 
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procuring police-issued identity card, and emigration was practically impossible because 

passports were issued at all.  If attempted, the punishment via the new Criminal Code of 1926 

included both a steep fine and lengthy jail time. Along with arrests based on suspicion, special 

tribunals, and amplified surveillance, the inability to move neither inside nor outside the country 

was the ultimate offense against personal freedom for Roth. 

 Lastly in “Die allmächtige Polizei,” Roth elaborated on how the police and Gendarmerie 

carried out surveillance in order to determine if citizens were “ill-reputed.” If under suspicion, 

they were subjected to detailed surveillance and might have been arrested and deported. 

Ferner gibt es in Italien den Begriff des sogenannten ‚übel beleumundeten’ Bürgers. Ein 
Bürger dieser Art hat keine persönliche Freiheit mehr. Die Polizei beziehungsweise die 
Gendarmerie überwacht ihn ständig. Sie schreibt ihm genau die Zeiten vor, in denen er 
seine Wohnung verlassen kann. Eine polizeiliche Kommission kann ihm einen 
Aufenthaltsort zuweisen - in Italien oder in den Kolonien. Die Polizei allein bestimmt über 
seinen Tag, seine Arbeit, seinen Schlaf, seinen Spaziergang, seine Ruhe. Die Erklärung 
Mussolinis für diese Art Maßnahme lautet: ‚Wir entfernen diese Individuen aus dem 
normalen Getriebe, ebenso wie die Ärzte von ansteckenden Krankheiten Befallene 
isolieren.’ 506  
 

Here, Roth compares Mussolini’s justification for the police surveillance to a doctor trying to 

stop an illness. Like an illness, political dissidence was seen by Mussolini as defective and 

cancerous to the regime. Not only could a citizen under suspicion be subject to round the clock 

surveillance, but if the police commission deemed it necessary, any citizen could be removed 

from their residence and relocated either within Italy or to the outskirts of the expanding empire 

(confino).507 Forced relocation by the Italian police could have potentially isolated individuals as 

far away as the Balkans or Italian Somaliland.508   

                                                
506 Roth, “Die Allmächtige Polizei,” 986. 
507 See Jonathan Dunnage, “Policemen and ‘Women of Ill Repute’: A Study of Male Sexual Attitudes and Behaviour 
in Fascist Italy,” in European History Quarterly 46.1 (2016): 72-91; Chiara Fonio, “Surveillance under Mussolini's 
Regime," in Surveillance & Society 9.1/2 (2011): 80-92.  
508 Michael Ebner, The Fascist Archipelago: Political Internment, Exile, and Everyday Life in Mussolini's Italy, 
1926–1943, Dissertation, Columbia University, (ProQuest Dissertations and Theses, 2004). 



 

	 159 

 Most anti-fascist deportees, prior to the Great Depression,509 were sent to “five small 

islands off the coast of Sicily — Ustica, Favignana, Lipari, Pantelleria, and Lampedusa — and 

two in the southern Adriatic, San Nicola and San Domino, both part of the Tremiti 

archipelago,”510 which were commonly referred to as the “confino colonies”511 and “inundated 

with hundreds of political and criminal detainees”512 by December 1926. As these islands 

continued to experience overcrowding, “Mussolini labored to expand the capacity of the system 

rather than curtail the number of sentences.”513 As Roth described, and Ebner confirmed, the 

number of Italian “ill-reputed” in exile doubled, from 3,000 to 6,000, by the end of 1928.514 

 Italian professionals in certain occupations were forced to mete out the “ill-reputed” 

amongst their ranks and ban them entirely. In his last essay from his trip through Italy, Roth 

returned the topic he began his series with:  the state of journalism in Mussolini’s Italy. In his 

final report, entitled “Der Gewerkschaft der Schreibenden,”515 he turned to the journalists of “ill-

repute” and detailed how the fascist writer’s union expelled any journalist who had expressed 

opposition against the state.  

Endlich gibt es keinen oppositionellen Verlag mehr. Um aber für alle Fälle sicher zu sein, 
bestimmt der Faschismus, daß jeder Mitarbeiter von Zeitungen und Zeitschriften Mitglied 
der journalistischen Gewerkschaft sein müsse, der faschistischen Gewerkschaft 
selbstverständlich. Verboten ist die Aufnahme eines Journalisten, der eine ‘den Interessen 
der Nation zuwiderlaufende Tätigkeit ausgeübt’ hat. 516   
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To enforce the censorship, the police Präfekt controlled the membership of the faschistische 

Gewerkschaft der Journalisten. “Der Präfekt hat Einfluß auf die Streichung eines Journalisten 

aus der Gewerkschaftsliste.” 517 By 1928, as Roth acknowledged, it was well known how the 

press was censored to prevent any anti-fascist critique from appearing in print.518  

Man weiß, auf welche Weise sich der Faschismus der italienischen Presse bemächtigt hat. 
Es ist aber jedenfalls nicht unnötig, hier noch einmal daran zu erinnern, daß die großen 
italienischen Blätter im Jahre 1923 ausnahmslos gegen die faschistische Illegalität zu 
schreiben begonnen hatten und daß sie noch im Jahre 1924 und besonders nach der 
Ermordung Mateottis Mussolini in einer sehr wirksamen Weise bekämpften. Es ist kein 
Zweifel, daß in jener Zeit die oppositionellen Blätter die öffentliche Meinung Italiens 
ausgedrückt und bestimmt haben. Die faschistische Presse war schlecht geschrieben, 
wirkungslos ‘aufgemacht’, die tüchtigsten Publizisten schrieben in den oppositionellen 
Blättern. 519  
 

Here, Roth summarized the main ways in which the regime fought anti-Fascist dissent, namely 

by branding any dissident journalist as “ill-reputed,” declaring certain publications illegal, and 

murdering prominent anti-Fascists supporters. Bosworth succinctly echoes Roth in his 

conclusion that “by 1928 it had become compulsory for every journalist to be a registered Fascist 

and the regime was moving to achieve a uniformity, a dullness and a brevity, which is evident to 

anyone who scans the party newssheets of the 1930s.” 520  Beyond recognizing this decline in 

journalism, Roth continued to explain the role of the police in regulating this censorship. 

Der Präfekt kann eine Zeitung (oder eine Zeitschrift) ‘ermahnen’, verbieten, einstellen und 
den ‘Verantwortlichen’ abschaffen. Die Eigentümer und die Herausgeber periodischer 
Druckschriften sind außerdem gemeinsam für den Inhalt verantwortlich. Die Maschinen, 
das Blei, das Papier können vom Staat immer konfisziert werden, wenn die Eigentümer 
nicht eine gewisse Kaution erlegen, deren Höhe jedes Jahr neu bestimmt wird. Das heißt: 
Der Staat verfügt über die Druckereien, etwa wie das Gericht über die Kaution eines 
vorläufig entlassenen Untersuchungshäftlings. Nur mit einer besonderen polizeilichen 
Erlaubnis kann man Texte, Zeichnungen, Photographien veröffentlichen. Und diese 
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Erlaubnis ist nur je ein Jahr gültig. 521  

Confiscating the means by which a dissident paper might publish essays critical of the regime 

was the main threat to journalists and publishing houses in 1928.522 Yet, this practice served 

to intimidate publishers and to remind them of the violent deaths at the hands of the police 

four years earlier.523  

 By the time Roth arrived in the November 1928, the party line was that the press had 

been “disciplined”524 to work in the interest of the nation. Fascist journalists, such as Luigi 

Freddi or Ermanno Amicucci, the head of the journalists’ official bureaucratic organization, both 

saw journalists as a part of the “militia” and rejoiced that Italy was the only country that took 

“press ‘freedom’” seriously. 525 As Roth pointed out, the Fascist press was only an echo of 

Mussolini. “Wie Mussolini ins Land ruft, so schallt es aus dem italienischen Blätterwald 

wider.”526 Indeed, on October 10, 1928, roughly a month prior to Roth’s visit, Mussolini had 
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given a speech to all Italian Editors-in-chief that “La stampa più libera del mondo è la stampa 

italiana’ (The press enjoys more freedom in Italy than in any other country in the world).” 527 

Thus, this echo produced a new “species” of journalist according to Roth: “der langweilige 

Journalist.”528 In a survival-of-the-fittest style dictatorship, the “boring journalist” was the only 

species to survive.529  

 Ending on an optimistic note, Roth reported of the defiant readership in Italy — an old 

and almost obvious reaction, in his opinion. “Aber es ist eine alte Erfahrung: je frömmer der 

Berichterstatter, desto kritischer ist der Leser. Und solange nicht nur das Schreiben, sondern auch 

das Lesen nicht von einer Zugehörigkeit zu einer faschistischen Lese-Gewerkschaft abhängig 

gemacht wird, kann die faschistische Presse die wahre öffentliche Meinung nicht 

repräsentieren.”530 Despite the police brutality, censorship, official decrees and outright murder, 

Roth conveyed the public defiance of the regime. Not only did underground papers continue to 

circulate, but also the Italian public learned to read critically, i.e., between the lines to read what 

was not written. While “free speech” no longer existed, Roth insisted on the ability of the Italian 

people read “freely” in resistance to Fascist control.  

 When his trip to Italy ended in the Fall of 1928, Roth returned to Marseille in 1929 after 

brief visits to Frankfurt and Vienna.  In Frankfurt, Roth penned his last critique of the police for 
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the Frankfurter Zeitung in April 1929. Entitled, “Der Polizeireporter Heinrich G.”531 Roth not 

only critiqued the police, but the reporters tasked with keeping the police accountable. 

Heinrich G., ein Polizeireporter, übte seinen Beruf schon seit mehr als zwanzig Jahren aus. 
Er war ein Mann von einem freundlichen, runden, heiteren Angesicht und einem behäbigen 
Körper. Er schien weder die Schnelligkeit zu besitzen, die sein Beruf erfordert, noch einen 
kritischen Sinn für die Erträglichkeit der Schrecken, über die er berichtete. 532  

More than the lack of qualifications, the police reporter appeared to Roth more like a “director of 

a puppet theater” 533 or a leisurely passerby whose interest was barely piqued by the 

“panoptikalen Schreckenskammer.” 534 Roth narrated a day-in-the-life of this reporter, wherein 

he bribed all the officers with cigars in exchange for pieces of information. Then, instead of 

penning an essay, he phoned his editor to dictated the details. It came as no surprise then, that his 

office desk was empty, even lacking ink and paper. “Heinrich G. schrieb nicht. Er brauchte 

nichts zu schreiben. Er saß vor seinem leeren Tisch, zog seine Schublade auf, entnahm ihr eine 

Handvoll ‘delikater Havannas.’” 535 So ends the fairy-tale like depiction of “Heinrich G., der 

Polizeireporter.”536 Roth’s disdain for those who undervalued the importance of journalism 

reaches its peak with the lazy, corrupt police reporter, whose bleak image sheds light on Roth’s 

motivations for observing the police.  

 Roth’s frustration with the police reporter marks the end of his time observing the police 

for the Frankfurter Zeitung. By June 1929, Roth left the paper for the Münchner Neusten 

Nachrichten. In a letter to Stefan Zweig a few months prior, Roth explained his reasoning for 

leaving the paper. “Inzwischen haben mich die Münchner Neusten eingeladen, sie wollen mir 
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offenbar einen Antrag zur Mitarbeit machen. Ich habe so wenig Geld und die Zeitungen sind mir 

so gleichmäßig verhaßt, daß ich noch nicht weiß, ob ich nicht doch annehmen soll.” 537 Roth 

might have detested all newspapers, but not his editor and friend Benno Reifenberg. 

Nevertheless, when Reifenberg explained that Roth could only work exclusively for the 

Frankfurter Zeitung, and not for both papers, Roth agreed to write two essays a month for the 

Munich paper, which garnered him an honorarium of 2000 marks per month. 538  

 Between 1929 and 1930, Roth underwent many transitions, in addition to leaving the 

Frankfurter Zeitung. 1929 was particularly difficult for Roth personally, when he was forced to 

leave his wife, Friedl, in a sanatorium.  As Friedl’s mental health worsened, Roth, with the help 

of his friends and colleagues, especially Benno Reifenberg, and Stefan Zweig, sought various 

diagnoses of Friedl’s condition. 539 After a total of four years of increasingly severe mental 

breakdowns and numerous visits to psychiatrists (including Alfred Döblin) and even a 

Wunderrabbi, Roth finally headed the advice of one psychiatrist, who suggested Friedl might get 

better if she moved back to Vienna with her parents. As Roth’s biographer David Bronsen 

explained, this optimistic diagnosis encouraged Roth, with the help of his in-laws and additional 

caretakers, to bring Friedl back to Vienna. However, Friedl’s condition only continued to 

worsen. After losing control of her most basic bodily functions, Roth and his inlaws were forced 

to place her in Redawinkel, a sanatorium outside of Vienna, for further help. 540 

 
 
 

                                                
537 Roth, “An Stefan Zweig,” Briefe 1911-1939, 152. 
538 Bronsen, Joseph Roth. Eine Biographie, 376.  
539 Roth, “An Benno Reifenberg,” Briefe 1911-1939, 155. 
540 Bronsen, Joseph Roth. Eine Biographie, 415.  
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“Die praktische Anstaltspsychiatrie erfüllt keine medizinische, das heißt: heilende Aufgabe, 
sondern eine polizeiliche.”  — Roth’s Analysis of the Psychiatric Profession ca. 1930 

 
The years of attempting (and failing for the most part) to find a more optimistic medical 

opinion about his wife’s medical condition prompted Roth to publically critique psychiatric 

institutions.  In his essay entitled “Psychiatrie”541 from June 1930 (the summer before Friedl 

moved to Redawinkel), Roth likened the tasks of psychiatry to those of policing. “Wollen wir 

uns aber selbst schon mit der Tatsache abfinden, daß die praktische Psychiatrie keine 

medizinischen, sondern polizeiliche Aufgaben erfüllt, so müßten wir immerhin noch gegen die 

Art protestieren, in der sie diese ihre polizeilichen Funktionen ausübt. Über Hunderte von Irren 

wacht oft nur ein einziger miserabel bezahlter Arzt.”542  Roth’s palpable frustration in his 

critique of psychiatric institutions did not go unchecked. In response, Dr. Siegfried Lilienstein, 

“Facharzt für Innere und Nervenkrankheiten in Bad Nauheim,”543 and Roth engaged in a 

publicized exchange in Das Tagebuch over the course of the Summer of 1930. While Roth and 

Lilienstein debated multiple facets of the state of profession of German psychiatry (including the 

mistreatment of patients, psychiatric nomenclature, and chemical/physical restraint), Roth 

centered on the overall lack of progress in healing patients.  

Und vor allem: welche positiv therapeutischen Maßnahmen gegen Demenz, Pseudo-
demenz, psychogene Depressionen, manisch-melancholisches Irresein, Hysterie usw. usw. 
zu ergreifen sind? Was kann die psychiatrische Therapie heute (abgesehen von Malaria- 
und Entziehungskuren)? Nichts mehr als: a) Schwachsinnige nützlich beschäftigen; b) 
Psychopathen zur sozialen Räson bringen; c) prophylaktisch wirken, z.B. erblich belastete 
Individuen vor Eheschließungen und ‘Generationspsychosen’ warnen. 544  

                                                
541 Joseph Roth, “Psychiatrie,” in Joseph Roth Werke 3. Das journalistische Werk 1929-1939, ed. Klaus 
Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 215-221. Originally published in Das Tagebuch on 28 June 
1930. Here pp. 218-219. 
542 Roth, “Psychiatrie,” 218. 
543 Siegfried Lilienstein, “Wie ein Dichter die Psychiatrie sah,” in Joseph Roth Werke 3. Das journalistische Werk 
1929-1939, ed. Klaus Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 221-225. Originally published in Das 
Tagebuch on 28 June 1930. Here pp. 218-219. 
544 Joseph Roth, “Erwiderung,” in Joseph Roth Werke 3. Das journalistische Werk 1929-1939, ed. Klaus 
Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 225-228. Originally published in Das Tagebuch on 2 August 
1930. Here p. 227. 
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Thus, without such positive outcomes, Roth questioned the tactics of the discipline of psychiatry. 

Und hier beginnt die ‘asoziale’, die ‘unmoralische’ Haltung der offiziellen Psychiatrie. Sie 
hat keine Therapie. Man sieht es ihr nach. ... Sie allein darf dort, wo sie gar nichts weiß, 
sagen und drucken, sie wisse etwas. Man hat sich bereits gewöhnt, von ihr nichts anderes 
zu verlangen als die Gewissenhaftigkeit, die eine Tugend unserer Polizei ist. Aber 
gewissenhaft ist die Psychiatrie der öffentlichen Anstalt leider auch nicht. 545 
 

The lack of morality in the institution of psychiatry was problematic for Roth because it did not 

only lead to the lack of certain diagnosis, therapy, and/or a cure, it also led to the 

institutionalization of patients, which Roth, foreshadowing Michel Foucault and the broader anti-

psychiatry discourse of the 1960s,546 saw as acquiescing to the desire of healthy citizens to 

section off those afflicted with mental diseases from the rest of the population. Of course, similar 

correlations could be made between the institutions of the police, prisons, and any notion of 

criminal rehabilitation. Thus, Roth’s analysis of asylums as both “asocial” and morally 

ambiguous only reemphasized the correlation to another institution with similar faults: law 

enforcement. Furthermore, Roth recapitulated the link between the individual psychiatrists and 

police officers succinctly in his concluding sentence: “Die praktische Anstaltspsychiatrie erfüllt 

keine medizinische, das heißt: heilende Aufgabe, sondern eine polizeiliche; das heißt: sie schützt 

die Gesunden vor den Kranken.” 547  

The problem for Roth was a lack of medical attention from the psychiatric profession. In 

the void, policing protocols were implemented. The turn of the century, however, was not the 

only time when aspects of the police and the medical profession were discussed in relation to one 

another.  In fact, a “medical police” (“Medizinische Polizei”) was first coined by Wolfgang 
                                                
545 Roth, “Psychiatrie,” 219. 
546 See, for example, Michel Foucault, Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason, trans. 
Richard Howard (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge Classsics, 2009); Jacques Lacan, “Propos sur la Causalité Psychique 
1947,” in Écrits (Paris: Éd. du Seuil, 1966), 151-193; Thomas Szasz, The Myth of Mental Illness. Foundations of a 
Theory of Personal Construct. (London:  Granada Publishing, 1972). 
547 Roth, “Psychiatrie,” 219. 
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Thomas Rau in 1764548 and later elaborated on by the physician, Johann Peter Frank, in his 

seminal work “System einer vollständigen medicinischen Polizey.”549 Whereas Roth’s 

accusation pitted the two concepts against each other, “Franks Idee einer Medizinischen Polizei 

war verbunden mit einem speziellen politischen, wirtschaftlichen und gesellschaftlichen System, 

dem aufgeklärten Absolutismus.” 550 What is more, Rüdiger Haag, in his dissertation entitled 

Johann Peter Frank (1745-1821) und seine Bedeutung für die öffentliche Gesundheit, explains 

that “Die ‘Polizey’ zur Zeit des aufgeklärten Absolutismus unterscheidet sich nicht nur in ihrer 

Schreibweise von der heutigen Polizei. Sie war nicht allein für Verbrechensbekämpfung und 

Aufrechterhaltung von Sicherheit und Ordnung, sondern auch für Gesetzgebung und die private 

wie allgemeine ‘Glückseligkeit’ zuständig. Die Polizey verkörperte die gesamte innere 

Staatsverwaltung und ihr Gegenstand war nahezu grenzenlos.” 551 However, after the First World 

War and the fall of the enlightened monarchies of Central and Eastern Europe, police and 

policing duties for the nation-state were tasked more with maintaining the fragile public order 

than with the country’s overall “‘Glückseligkeit.’” 552  

In the psychiatric profession, Roth saw how the protection of the healthy was secured by 

applying policing tasks to mitigate the increasingly overcrowded asylums. While no cure could 

bring back the “‘Glückseligkeit’” to the mentally unstable, the institutionalization could at least 

remove the mentally ill to increase the overall “happiness” of the population. Much like Frank’s 

                                                
548 Rüdiger Haag, Johann Peter Frank (1745-1821) und seine Bedeutung für die öffentliche Gesundheit, 
Dissertation, (Saarbrücken: University of Saarland, 2009), 151. 
549 Frank, Johann P. System Einer Vollständigen Medicinischen Polizey: 1. Mannheim: Schwan, 1784. Frank, 
besides calling for a “medical police” to indeed protect the healthy from the sick, did not advocate for turning 
asylums into prisions or the institution of harsh procedures. As Edward Shorter mentions, “it was Frank, who, after 
moving to Vienna, ordered in 1795 that a garden be laid down about the Narrenturm so that the patients could 
stretch their legs.” Shorter, Edward. A History of Psychiatry: From the Era of the Asylum to the Age of Prozac. New 
York: John Wiley & Sons, 1997. Here p. 35. 
550 Haag, Johann Peter Frank (1745-1821), 136. 
551 Haag, Johann Peter Frank (1745-1821), 136. 
552 Haag, Johann Peter Frank (1745-1821), 136. 
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impetus to call for a “medical police,”553 which was mainly to prevent and curb epidemics, the 

other main outcome, other than a pseudo-quarantine of the mentally ill, was, as Roth mentioned, 

try and determine if the illness was hereditary and “warn” (or rather completely prevent) these 

traits from propagating in the population—a preamble to the eugenic policies of the National 

Socialists.554  

What is more, Roth had previously reported from the Steinhof Sanatorium in Vienna in 

1919 for Der Neue Tag. 555 While Roth critiqued the poor conditions of the institution and the 

impact of hunger on the patients unable to afford certain foods,556 there is no mention of 

“policing tasks” employed to manage patients.  Yet, the sanatorium’s presence (erected in 1907) 

spoke to a larger issue of the time:  overcrowding. According to Edward Shorter, author of A 

History of Psychiatry: From the Era of the Asylum to the Age of Prozac:   “German asylums 

were probably the best-run in the world,”557  “psychiatrists in Germany were no less hammered 

by the pressure of numbers as the rate of confinement grew from one psychiatric inpatient for 

                                                
553 On Frank and the tradition of medical police, see Erna Lesky, Die Wiener medizinische Schule im 19. 
Jahrhundert (Graz: Böhlau, 1978). 
554 See Melvyn Conroy, Nazi Eugenics: Precursors, Policy, Aftermath (Stuttgart: ibidem-Verlag, 2017), 29 ff. 
555 Joseph Roth, “Die Insel der Unseiligen,” in Joseph Roth Werke 1. Das journalistische Werk 1915-1923, ed. 
Klaus Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 23-27. Originally published in Der Neue Tag on 20 April 
1919. 
556 Roth, “Die Insel der Unseiligen,” 24-25. 
557 Shorter, A History of Psychiatry, 66. Shorter explains that this was “because the German states supported them 
liberally, and because asylym phsyicians in Central Europe still retained the drive to do scientific research, a 
talisman of better care. (Care was also boosted by the ‘Herr Geheimrat’ phenomenon, physicians’ intent on honors, 
who wanted to demonstrate themselves to the mInistry as medically up to snuff. This was almost unknow 
elsewhere.)” 
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every 5,300 population in 1895 to one for every 500 in 1911.” 558 As Shorter repeatedly 

emphasized, “by 1911, Germany had 16 Griesinger-style university psychiatric clinics, 187 

public asylums, and 225 private asylums, not to mention the many additional institutions in 

Austria and German-speaking Switzerland.” 559 After the war, the situation only escalated, 

leading Shorter to conclude:  “The rise of the asylum is the story of good intentions gone bad. 

That the dreams of the early psychiatrist failed is unquestionable. By World War I, asylums had 

become vast warehouses for the chronically insane and demented.” 560  

Even without the hindsight of Shorter’s analysis, doubt was already cast upon the notion 

of psychiatry by 1930, especially the institutionalization project that began during the 

Enlightenment. 561 As Shorter cited: 

Not only had asylums themselves sunk to a historic low point, the profession of psychiatry 
had as well. ‘Who becomes a psychiatrist?’ asked German psychiatrist Werner Heinz in 
1928, tongue in cheek: (1) ‘Applicants for county medical officer who are afraid of failing 
the special exam in psychiatry if they don’t get some practice experience’, (2) Those who 
are ‘physically inadequate,’ having rheumatism or a hear problem, or who ‘otherwise are 
not up to the exertions of a rural practice, maybe not even an urban practice’; (3) Those 
who are ‘intellectually inadequate, who instinctually seek out an an asylum because they 

                                                
558 Shorter, A History of Psychiatry, 47. Furthermore, between the inception of institutionalization and 1891 there 
was also a sharp rise in the number of sanitoriums. “In 1800, only a handful of individuals were confined in 
asylums. Beds in even the most famous of historic asylums, such as Bedlam in London, Bicêtre in Paris, or the 
‘fools’ tower’ (Narrenturm) in Vienna, numbered in the dozens or low hundreds. […] The index of Heinrich Laehr’s 
directory of asylums for German-speaking Europe published in 1891 contain no fewer than 202 entries for public 
asylums and 200 more for the private sector, to say nothing of the numerous institutions for the alcoholic, the 
morphinists, the epiliptics, and the mentally rentarted. In a century’s time, the confining of patients with a 
psychiatric illness had passed from an unusual procedure, born of grave necessity and one only in cities, to society’s 
first response in dealing with psychotic illness.” Here p. 34. 
559 Shorter, A History of Psychiatry, 81. 
560 Shorter, A History of Psychiatry, 33.  
561 Shorter, A History of Psychiatry, 9-10. In his introduction, Shorter elaborates on the good intentions envisioned 
by early psychiatrists. “The first psychiatrist to argue for the therapeutic benefits of institutionalizing patients was 
William Battie, the founding medical officer of St. Luke’s Hospital in London, an asylum that opened in 1751. […] 
Battie went on to emphasize the curability of mentail disorder: ‘Madness is as manageable as many other 
distempers, which are equally dreadful and obstinate, and yet are not looked upon as incurable; such unhappy 
objects ought by no means to be abandoned, much less shut up in loathsome prisons as criminals or nuisances to the 
society’. Under the influence of psychoanalytically oriented history, such founders of modern psychiatry as Battie 
have been virtually forgotten.”  
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will stand out less there, and it’s these latter, believe me, who later become the 
superintendents.’ 562 
 

Superintendent, here, referred to the administration of the asylum — a professional move from 

doctor to officer.  While Heinz’s tongue in cheek comments offer only one example of the 

inadequacy of the profession at an individual level, they do resonate, along with more recent 

historical and philosophical analyses,563 with Roth’s polemic suggestion that mental illness in the 

early twentieth century was more often policed than cured.  

 Unfortunately for Friedl Roth, facing police-like treatment for her schizophrenia was not 

the worst institutional action she and others suffering from mental illness would face. After the 

Nazi annexation of Austria in March 1938, as Bronsen gathered from Friedl’s sister, Heidi, after 

the war: “1940 erhielt der Direktor der Heilanstalt Mauer-Öhling die Anweisung, alle 

Geisteskranken seiner Anstalt ‘zwecks besserer Pflege’ – dies war die übliche Umschreibung für 

Euthanasie – nach einem Heim in Linz zu verschicken.”564 The loss of Friedl was an extreme 

low point, if not the worst period in Roth’s life. As he confessed to Stefan Zweig during this 

time, he did not know if he would ever be able to write again. 565  

 Eventually, Roth managed to start anew. Amidst mourning Friedl slipping away, Roth 

found companionship with Andrea Manga Bell, an editor for the Ullstein magazine, 

Gebrauchsgraphik, where she worked to support her young children after her husband, the 

                                                
562 Shorter, A History of Psychiatry, 67. Here, Shorter cites Werner Heinz (pseudo.), Tagebuch eines alten 
eIrrenarztes (Lindenthal: Wellersberg, 1928), 1-2.  
563 See, for example, Franco Basaglia, “The Destruction of the Mental Hospital as a Place of Institutionalisation. 
Thoughts Caused by Personal Experience with the Open-Door System and Part Time Service,” in First International 
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(Milano: Baldini & Castoldi, 2014). David Cooper, Psychiatry and Anti-psychiatry (London: Paladin, 1971). Erving 
Goffman, Asylums: Essays on the Social Situation of Mental Patients and Other Inmates (Garden City, N.Y: Anchor 
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564 Bronsen, Joseph Roth. Eine Biographie, 351.  
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Prince of Douala, returned to Cameroon in 1921.566 By September 1930, Roth finished his novel 

Hiob, which included a central character, Mirjam Singer, who suffered from a mental illness 

with symptoms similar to those experienced by Friedl. Hiob was first published in the 

Frankfurter Zeitung before the book’s October release with Kiepenheuer & Witsch. This 

serialized version of Hiob, Roth’s most successful work to date, led to a reconciliation with the 

paper via the new Feuillton lead editor, Friedrich Traugott Gubler.567 Like Reifenberg, who 

moved to Paris as a correspondent before becoming the lead political editor in 1932, Gubler 

expressed a sincere sympathy for Roth’s writing.568 

 In November 1930, Roth again penned essays and wrote his last travel reportage for the 

Frankfurter Zeitung on his journey through Harz mountains. The Harzreise569 connected Roth 

superficially to Heinrich Heine, as Roth himself remarked. “Wie rührend gläubig hatte ich noch 

vor einer Woche versucht, den Spuren Heines zu folgen! Und wie bald gab ich es auf!” 570  Over 

a hundred years later, however, Roth saw a different task at hand in the Harz region, namely to 

report the facts about environmental catastrophes in the area that had gone unreported or were 

covered up.  

Denn das Dorf Runstedt wurde von einem mächtigen Gegner vernichtet, jenem gewaltigen 
Unternehmen, das von unserer merkwürdigen technischen Begabung zeugt, dem Lande 
ohne Zweifel unermeßlichen Nutzen bringt, dessen Namen ehrfurchtsvolles Schweigen in 
der Welt auslöst und das dennoch, wie ein häßliches und notwendiges Geschwür, die Natur 
in Mitteldeutschland frißt, Gestank verbreitet und produktive Wüsten schafft, das Gesicht 
der Erde vernichtet und in ihren Eingeweiden ruchlos und zweckhaft kramt. Ich meine die 

                                                
566 Bronsen, Joseph Roth. Eine Biographie, 370.  
567 The editors of the Frankfurter Zeitung were torn about whether or not Roth should be allowed to come back to 
the esteemed paper. They eventually left it to the Feuillton editors to make the final decision. See Günther 
Gillessen, Auf Verlorenem Posten: Die Frankfurter Zeitung Im Dritten Reich (Berlin: Siedler Verlag, 1987), 25ff. 
568 Bronsen, Joseph Roth. Eine Biographie, 415.  
569 Joseph Roth, “Harzreise,” in Joseph Roth Werke 3. Das journalistische Werk 1929-1939, ed. Klaus Westermann 
(Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 270-288. Originally published in the Frankfurter Zeitung on from 14 
December 1930 to 4 January 1931. 
570 Joseph Roth, “Der Merseburger Zauberspruch,” in Joseph Roth Werke 3. Das journalistische Werk 1929-1939, 
ed. Klaus Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 275-281. Originally published in the Frankfurter 
Zeitung on 25 December 1930. Here p. 275. 
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wunderbaren Leunawerke. 571   

While Heine’s Harzreise was censored, Roth’s was not, even though Leunawerke was a part of 

IG Farben, a chemical consortium that financially supported the Frankfurter Zeitung during the 

economic depression and eventually bought the paper in 1934.572 

 More than shared circumstance, Roth’s foresight strongly resonated with that of Heine. 

Echoing Heine’s quote from his tragedy fragment, Almansor, — “Das war ein Vorspiel nur; dort 

wo man Bücher verbrennt, verbrennt man am Ende auch Menschen”573 — Roth stated why he 

urgently needed to leave Germany. As Fred Grubel, Roth’s cousin, told David Bronsen, Roth 

proclaimed in the Mampe Stube in Berlin: “Es is Zeit wegzugehen. Sie [Sturmtruppen, K.B.] 

werden unsere Bücher verbrennen und uns damit meinen. [...] Wir müssen fort, damit es nur 

Bücher sind, die in Brand gesteckt werden.”574 Roth feared the persecution of his life and his 

work, which now included the newly published Radezkymarsch. Indeed, by 1933, when the 

National Socialists rose to power, Roth left Berlin for good. 575  
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CHAPTER 4 
 

ROTH ON POLICE FORCES DURING THE RISE OF NATIONAL SOCIALISM 

 

“Als wären Industrie, Armee, Ministerien, Polizei, SA-Mannschaften der Staat: alle, nur 
nicht der Dichter!” — Roth’s Criticism of National Socialism in Germany 

 
 Although Roth continued to write for the Frankfurter Zeitung between 1930 and 1932, 

his focus was mainly Goethe’s centennial among other pieces of literary criticism.576 Only 

occasionally, did he pen explicit critiques of National Socialists for Das Tagebuch. 577 During 

these years, Roth reached the height of his literary career during his lifetime. After the success of 

Hiob in 1930, Roth worked tirelessly on his magnum opus Radetzkeymarsch, which was again 

serialized by the Frankfurter Zeitung before the book publication by Kiepenheuer & Witsch in 

the Fall of 1932. 578  

 However, when Roth definitively left Germany in 1933, he also left the Frankfurter 

Zeitung.  Apart from being Jewish, his essays criticizing Hitler’s regime could not have appeared 

in the Frankfurter Zeitung due to censorship laws and especially after Roth had already critiqued 

their future financiers, Leunawerke and IG Farben, in 1930. 579 For Roth, this was an overt act of 

protest, especially given that Karl Zimmerman, “der damalige geschäftsführende Redakteur der 

Frankfurter Zeitung,” war ‘bereit gewesen, ihm eine größere Vergütung [als eine Mark pro Zeile, 

                                                
576 During the first half of 1931, Roth wrote essays on literary publications, certain authors, and films. By September 
1931, Roth briefly writes on the political nationalism in Germany in one essay entitled “Bekenntnis zu 
Deutschland,” but then returns to literary world for the Goethe year in 1932. See Marianne Tilch, Bernd Füllner, and 
Karin Füllner. Joseph Roth, “1931-1932,” in Joseph Roth Werke 3. Das journalistische Werk 1929-1939, ed. Klaus 
Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 291-476. 
577 See Joseph Roth, “Der Kulturbolschewismus,” in Joseph Roth Werke 3. Das journalistische Werk 1929-1939, ed. 
Klaus Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 418-427. Originally published in Das Tagebuch on 9 July 
1932; Joseph Roth, “Die nationale Kurzwelle,” in Joseph Roth Werke 3. Das journalistische Werk 1929-1939, ed. 
Klaus Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 465-469. Originally published in Das Tagebuch on 29 
October 1932. 
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K.B.] anzubieten.’”580 As Zimmermann later told Bronsen, “‘Ich war der Überseugung, wenn die 

Substanz Joseph Roths da ist, kann er über Schlüsselblumen oder Veilchen schreiben, es wäre 

etwas gegen den Nationalsozialismus.’”581 What Brecht would later compose as “Die Dichter 

und Denker / Holt in Deutschland der Henker,”582 Roth proclaimed loudly from his last days in 

the Mampe’s Gute Stube in Berlin, where he spent his days writing amongst friends and colleges 

such as Hermann Kesten and Walter Landauer.583  

 Resolute in his protest against the National Socialists, Roth, once in Parisian exile, wrote 

almost exclusively about Nazi Germany, where, as he wrote privately to Stefan Zweig, “[e]s ist 

gelungen, die Barbarei regieren zu lassen. Mach Sie Sich keine Illusionen. Die Hölle regiert.”584  

And his public critique of National Socialism sounded much like his private correspondence. In a 

longer essay, “Dichter im Dritten Reich,”  which he published with Das Neue Tage-Buch (Paris) 

on July 1, 1933, Roth wrote:  “Der blutige Einbruch der Barbaren in die perfektionierte Technik 

[...] bedeutet in weit größerem Ausmaße, als es die bedrohte und terrorisierte Welt glauben will: 

Man muß es erkennen und offen aussprechen: Das geistige Europa kapituliert.” 585 Furthermore, 

Roth was only published by exile papers of various political leanings. His critique of Germany 

was most often published by Das Neue Tage-Buch (Paris), Pariser Tageblatt, Prager Mittag, 

and later Der Christliche Ständestaat.586  Occasionally, Jewish papers, too, such as Cahiers Juifs 

(Paris) and Die Wahrheit (Prag), published Roth’s early analysis of the Nazi regime.   In 
                                                
580 Bronsen, Joseph Roth. Eine Biographie, 425.  
581 Bronsen, Joseph Roth. Eine Biographie, 426-7.  
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583 Bronsen, Joseph Roth. Eine Biographie, 415.  
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addition to these mostly independent but left-leaning exile newpapers, Roth’s vehement anti-

fascist stance also appeared in Kampfblätter, such as Der Gegen-Angriff (Prag/Paris/Basel) — 

the counter publication to the Goebbel’s Nazi organ, Der Angriff.  

 Roth’s first article to appear for Das Neue Tage-Buch (Paris) was published after the 

burning of books by student groups across Germany on May 10, 1933.587 The student groups, 

informed by Nazi leaders, namely propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels, set books associated 

with an “un-German” spirit ablaze in public bonfires.588 Two months later, yet still in an enraged 

tone, Roth’s response appeared Paris as an essay titled “Das Autodafé des Geistes.” 589  Here, 

Roth did not react to the barbarity that he foretold months prior. Instead, his essay, drawing on 

Klaus Mann’s letter to Gottfried Benn, vehemently critiqued the esteemed writer for staying in 

Germany and working with the Hitler regime as “der kommissarische Leiter der Preußischen 

Akademie der Dichtkunst.”590  

 Whereas Klaus Mann felt betrayed by Benn and felt astounded as to how “ein 

bedeutender Schriftsteller sich in den Dienst des Dritten Reiches begeben könne; warum ein 

Mann wie Benn seine Anhänger enttäusche, die sich jetzt in Paris, in London, in Prag aufhalten 

und die zu ihrer Verzweiflung am Vaterland auch noch die an ihrem geliebten Autor addieren 
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Braunschweig aussortiert und zum grössten Teil vernichtet wurden (Braunschweig: Universitätsbibliothek der 
Technischen Universität Braunschweig), 1993; Gerhard Sauder, Die Bücherverbrennung: zum 10. Mai 1933 
(München: Carl Hauser), 1983; Ulrich Walberer, 10. Mai 1933: Bücherverbrennung in Deutschland und die Folgen 
(Frankfurt am Main: Fischer,1983). 
588 See Werner Tress, “Wider den Undeutschen Geist”: Bücherverbrennung 1933 (Berlin: Parthas, 2003); 
Frederick T. Birchall, “Burning of the Books, May 10, 1933,” in National Socialist Germany: Twelve Years that 
Shook the World, ed. Louis L. Snyder (Malabor, FL: Krieger, 1984), 101-104. 
589 Joseph Roth, “Das Autodafé des Geistes,” in Joseph Roth Werke 3. Das journalistische Werk 1929-1939, ed. 
Klaus Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 494-503. Originally published in Cahiers Juifs (Paris) in 
September/November 1933. Here p. 494. 
590 Roth, “Dichter im Dritten Reich,” 481.  



 

	 176 

müßten,”591 Roth was enraged by Benn’s conception of and indebtedness to the German ‘nation.’ 

Welch eine Banalisierung des ‘Elementaren’! Und ferner: welch eine Banalisierung des 
nationalen Begriffes und der Nation, wenn Herr Benn schreibt, man ‘verdanke’ der Nation 
nicht allein die Staatsangehörigkeit, sondern auch der nationalen Industrie die Drucklegung 
der Bücher! Als bestünde nicht das Leben der Nation just im Austausch der Gaben, die 
jeder einzelne ihrer Angehörigen schenkt und nimmt, spendet und empfängt! Als hätten 
zum Beispiel die Druckerei und der Verleger und der Leser dem Autor Gottfried Benn 
nicht genauso viel, oder noch mehr, zu ‘verdanken’ als er ihnen! 592    
 

As Roth ironically took Benn’s logic to the extreme, he first picked up on the mention of German 

citizenship. “Als wären der Paß und das Dokument, die ihm die Staatsbürgerschaft garantieren, 

weit mehr wert als das Buch, das er geschrieben hat; ja, als wäre der Paß eine ganz besondere 

Auszeichnung, die der Staat seinem Dichter gewährt, obwohl er sie nicht verdient hat!” 593 More 

than a literary prize, the passport dictated who was seen by the state as a writer. From this point 

of view, Roth ironically inferred what types of professions were deemed worthy to be included in 

the National-Socialist state. “Als wären Industrie, Armee, Ministerien, Polizei, SA-Mannschaften 

der Staat: alle, nur nicht der Dichter!” 594  As he had reported numerous times from other 

nationalist, socialist, and fascist states, including Weimar Germany in the midst of tumult,595 

Roth was alarmed by state building that imposed or even encouraged strict definitions of the 

types of jobs or occupations that “counted” as important or worthy of being understood in 

national terms.   

 Roth premonitions became reality in May 1933, when Nazis burned thousands of books 

on the Opernplatz in Berlin. Roth did not respond in his writing until August of 1933. As he and 
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Heine, among others,596 foresaw: “Es ist keineswegs ein zufälliges Zusammentreffen, daß man 

die Bücher in eben dem Augenblick brennen sieht, wo man die Juden mißhandelt: Das sind nur 

zwei Manifestationen desselben Geisteszustands.”597 Moreover, Roth saw the book burnings as 

“Der Tod der deutschen Literatur.” In this essay, Roth mourned the lost potential of German 

literature, which was henceforth “eine ausschließlich offizielle Produktion.” 598 Whereas Roth 

saw a sliver of hope for the day when Germany would learn from past transgressions, he did 

place a high expectation on Austria, in addition to the writers in exile, to save the literary 

tradition in the German language. “Es ist also zu wünschen, daß Deutschland überlebt, aber daß 

es lernt. Das wird sicher lange dauern. Einstweilen wird es zum Glück immer noch ein 

germanisches Volk geben, Österreich, um die wahre deutsche Tradition zu retten.” 599 Right after 

the book burnings, Roth felt an urgent need to warn those Jews who wanted to wait out the Nazi 

regime. Thus, Roth momentarily turned his attention away from the critique of the National 

Socialist practices of policing and redirected his efforts towards underscoring the overall grave 

danger Jews and Catholics faced in Germany.  

 Just a month later, Roth’s fleeting hope for Austria also disappeared. In his oft-cited 

essay, “Das Autodafé des Geistes,” published in French for the Cahiers Juifs, Roth proclaimed 

that the Nazi regime’s support of the book burnings sent Europe’s free intellectual spirit to its 

peril. “Man muß es erkennen und offen aussprechen: Das geistige Europa kapituliert. Es 

kapituliert aus Schwäche, aus Trägheit, aus Gleichgültigkeit, aus Gedankenlosigkeit (es wird 
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Aufgabe der Zukunft sein, die Gründe dieser schändlichen Kapitulation genau zu erforschen).”600 

Instead of hoping for the idea of Europe to continue in individual nations, namely France and 

Austria, Roth called on those first victimized, writers of Jewish descent, to realize and reckon 

with their conquered status.  

Wir deutschen Schriftsteller jüdischer Abstammung müssen in diesen Tagen, da der Rauch 
unserer verbrannten Bücher zum Himmel steigt, vor allem erkennen, daß wir besiegt sind. 
Erfüllen wir, die wir die erste Welle der Soldaten bilden, die unter dem Banner des 
europäischen Geistes gekämpft haben, die edelste Pflicht der in Ehren besiegten Krieger: 
Erkennen wir unsere Niederlage. Ja, wir sind geschlagen. 601  
 

In his call for Jews still in Germany to recognize the reality of their situation, Roth attempted to 

build up a sense of European solidarity. Although Roth saw Europe capitulating, he tried to 

remind his audience of the former significance of Jewish-Germans in order to show that no 

peoples, regardless of religion or ethnicity, were safe from the National Socialists. 

Die bedrohte und terrorisierte Welt muß sich darüber Rechenschaft ablegen, daß das 
Eindringen des Gefreiten Hitler in die europäische Zivilisation nicht nur den Beginn eines 
neuen Kapitels auf dem Gebiet des Antisemitismus bedeutet: weit gefehlt! Was die 
Brandstifter sagen, ist wahr, aber in einem anderen Sinne; dieses Dritte Reich ist der 
Beginn des Untergangs! Indem man die Juden vernichtet, verfolgt man Christus. Zum 
erstenmal werden die Juden nicht deshalb totgeschlagen, weil sie Jesus gekreuzigt haben, 
sondern weil sie ihn hervorgebracht haben. Wenn man die Bücher der jüdischen oder als 
solche verdächtigen Autoren verbrennt, legt man in Wirklichkeit Feuer an das Buch der 
Bücher: an die Bibel. Wenn man die jüdischen Richter und Rechtsanwälte vertreibt oder 
einsperrt, wendet man sich im Geiste zu- gleich gegen Recht und Gerechtigkeit. Wenn man 
die Schriftsteller von europäischem Renommee exiliert, bekundet man auf diese Art die 
Verachtung, die man gegen England und Frankreich hegt. Wenn man die Kommunisten 
martert, bekämpft man die russische und slawische Welt, weitaus eher diejenige Tolstois 
und Dostojewskis als die Lenins und Trotzkis. Wenn man Österreich lächerlich macht, 
verspottet man auf diese Weise den Katholizismus der Deutschen; und wenn man es 
erobern will, zielt man auf die gesamte Adria. 602  

Similar to the now frequently referenced sermon from Pastor Niemoller composed in 1938, Roth 

wrote with extreme urgency in September of 1933, just siz months after Hitler called for and 
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won another election. 603  While this urgency might have led to what Reifenberg saw as an over-

simplified worldview, Roth felt desperately compelled to use the weapon of the word to try and 

judge right from wrong for himself and in order to motivate others. In the years to follow, Roth 

continued to speak out in the midst of his scary realization that the age-old categories of “good” 

and “evil” no longer fit the bill. 

 All in all, Roth only published five essays in 1933—all direct critiques of National 

Socialism—as he traveled between Paris, Amsterdam, Salzburg, and Switzerland. But by 1934, 

after temporarily settling in Nizza with Herman Kesten, Heinrich Mann, and their families, 604 

Roth was able to publish a modest 15 essays. While his topic varied slightly, it was not without 

some mention of the situation in Germany. After a writing a review of Hermann Kesten’s novel, 

Der Gerechte, for Das Neue Tage-Buch, wherein Roth praised Kesten for demonstrating that 

“Das Vaterland des echten Schriftstellers ist seine Sprache,”605 Roth returned to critique the 

‘Third Reich’ for Pariser Tageblatt in response to what was then called the attempted “Röhm-

Putsch,” which occurred between the 30th of June through July 2nd, 1934. 

 In his essay entitled “Das Dritte Reich, die Filiale der Hölle auf Erden,”606 Roth was 

bewildered not only by the number of murders in Germany but also the lack of outrage about the 

murders. “Seit siebzehn Monaten sind wir nun an die Tatsache gewöhnt, daß in Deutschland 

mehr Blut vergossen wird, als die Zeitungen Druckerschwärze verbrauchen, um über dieses Blut 
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zu berichten.”607 Similar in sentiment, Georg Glaser, a militant Communist, later recalled the 

increase of murders in his major work Geheimnis und Gewalt: Ein Bericht.608 Soon after Hitler 

was named Chancellor, Glaser wrote: “dead bodies were found in the surrounding forests, and no 

one dared to know anything about them. People disappeared without a sound, and their best 

friends did not have the courage to ask where they had gone. Only very rarely did a scream, a 

gruesome rumour [...] make itself heard; they were paid less notice than everyday traffic 

accidents.”609 Roth, too, confirmed the lack of press attention. In fact, more than the murders 

themselves, Roth found the terror “der deutschen Presse”610— most offensive. Comparing 

Hitler’s regime to Mussolini’s a decade prior, Roth reminisced on a time when murder was 

shocking.   

Noch vor zehn Jahren wäre ein Mord, gleichgültig wo und an wem begangen, der 
Schrecken der Welt gewesen. Seit Kains Zeiten fand das unschuldige Blut, das zum 
Himmel schrie, auch auf Erden Gehör. Noch der Mord an Matteotties ist gar nicht so lange 
her! — erweckte Grauen unter den Lebendigen. Aber seitdem Deutschland mit seinen 
Lautsprechern den Schrei des Blutes übertönt, wird dieser nur mehr im Himmel 
wahrgenommen, auf Erden aber als eine gewöhnliche Zeitungsnachricht verbreitet.611  
 

Unlike in Soviet Russia, where the “Tintenterror der Bürokratie” followed the red terror of the 

revolution, Roth saw the terror of the ink rise to cover over the bloody violence under the Nazi 

regime.  

 After a year, or 17 months to be as precise as Roth, the “murderers” had enough political 

power and persuasive propaganda to execute a purge of the SA. As Roth continued:  

Man hat Ernst Röhm und viele andere ermordet. Viele unter ihnen waren Mörder. Aber 
nicht eine gerechte, sondern eine ungerechte Strafe hat sie ereilt! Klügere, geschwindere 
Mörder haben die weniger klugen und langsameren Mörder gemordet. In diesem Dritten 
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Reich schlägt nicht nur der Kain den Abel tot; sondern auch der Über-Kain den einfachen 
Kain! Es ist das einzige Land dieser Welt, in dem es nicht schlechthin Mörder, sondern zur 
Potenz erhobene Mörder gibt. 612  
 

Here, Roth commented not only on the loss of the rule of law but ultimately the intra-familial or 

intra-ethnic violence akin to the brotherly murder of Abel by Cain, the first two sons of Adam 

and Eve, as written in the Book of Genesis.613  Ernst Röhm, the head of the Nazi Storm Troopers 

known for their radical violence in the name of a full National Socialist revolution, was a close 

friend and political ally of Hitler since the Munich Beer Hall Putsch in 1923.614 After Hitler was 

named Chancellor, he faced pressure by both the Reichswehr and the business community to stop 

the violence.615 Röhm, whose 3 million strong SA towered over the Reichswehr, which was 

limited to 100,000 men under the Treaty of Versailles, was under the impression that once Hitler 

was in power, they would become the core of the new Natioanl Socialist People’s Army.616  

When Röhm made this precise demand in February 1934, Hitler denied not only his request but 

also announced his plan to reduce the SA by two thirds, which set in motion the conflict that 

eventually resulted in Hitler’s purge of the SA and execution of Röhm roughly a hundred other 

SA men. 617  In the aftermath of the purge, Hermann Göring instructed police stations to burn all 

documents concerning the purge,618 while Joseph Goebbels kept all names of the deceased out of 

the newspapers, except for Röhm and six other SA officials. 619  

 From Paris, Roth made a distinction between himself and other news reporters publishing 

                                                
612 Roth, “Das Dritte Reich, die Filiale der Hölle auf Erden,” 510. 
613 Robert Alter, Genesis: Translation and Commentary (New York: Norton, 1997), 16-21.  
614 Harold, J. Gordon, Hitlerputsch 1923. Machtkampf in Bayern 1923-1924 (Frankfurt am Main: Bernard & Graefe, 
1971), 459. 
615 Chris McNab, Hitler's Elite: The SS 1939–45 (Oxford:  Osprey Publishing, 2013), 16-17. 
616 Ian Kershaw, Hitler: A Biography (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2008), 306. 
617 Kershaw, Hitler: A Biography, 306. See also the anonymous book about the purge published by German emigres 
in 1934 that asserts 116 known people were killed and potentionally 400 had died in total. Weissbuch über die 
Erschiessungen des 30. Juni (Paris: Éditions du Carrefour, 1934), 69.  
618 Ian Kershaw, Hitler, 1936-1945: Nemesis. (New York: W.W. Norton, 1999), 517. 
619 Richard J. Evans, The Third Reich in Power: 1933-1939 (London: Penguin, 2006), 36. 



 

	 182 

the official statements propagated by Joseph Goebbels.  

Und, wie gesagt: das vergossene Blut schreit zu jenem Himmel, in dem die Berichterstatter 
(irdische Wesen) nicht sitzen. Sie sitzen in den Pressekonferenzen des Goebbels. Sie sind 
nur Menschen. Betäubt von den Lautsprechern, verblüfft von der Geschwindigkeit, mit der 
plötzlich, allen natürlichen Gesetzen zum Trotz, eine hinkende Wahrheit zu laufen beginnt 
und die kurzen Beine der Lüge sich dermaßen verlängern, daß sie im Sturmschritt die 
Wahrheit überholen, berichten diese Journalisten der Welt nur das, was ihnen in 
Deutschland mitgeteilt wird, und viel weniger von dem, was sich in Deutschland 
ereignet.620   
 

With the rule of law suspended, Roth placed journalists in high regard to draw attention to and 

judge injustices. Yet, Roth excused these journalists for failing to justly serve the victims of 

numerous murders in Germany when he acknowledged how quickly truths were susperseded by 

lies in Nazi Germany.  

 Because of the extensive Nazi propaganda, Roth found it imperative to lift up police 

reports and situate the individual occurrences of murder in a broader context not only to elicit a 

stronger reaction but also to read between the lines for truth. “Manchmal kann der simple 

‘Polizeibericht’ ein besonderes Licht auf die Staats- und Weltpolitik werfen, wie in diesem 

Fall.”621 An important case Roth choose to highlight was a police report in the Belgrade paper 

Prawda (1904- 1941), wherein it was reported that an Austrian National Socialist, who, after the 

assassination of Engelbert Dollfuß in the failed Nazi coup of July 1934, fled to the outskirts of 

Dravograd, Yugoslavia. There, he had “eine Bäuerin vergewaltigt, zwei Frauen ermordet und 

hierauf das Haus angezündet, in dem er seine Verbrechen begangen hatte — um, wie es heißt, 

‘alle Spuren zu verwischen’.”622 More than just this singular act of criminality, what this police 

report indicated to Roth was that: 
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noch den letzten österreichischen nationalsozialistischen Landsknecht zumindest die 
Psychose der Pyromanie mit seinen höchsten reichsdeutschen Führern verbindet; eine 
Psychose freilich, die eine verbrecherische Überlegenheit nicht ausschließt. Die 
germanischen Sonnenwendfeuer dienen nicht nur dazu, Feste zu erhellen, sondern auch 
dazu, die Spuren neudeutscher Verbrechen zu verwischen. Die Opfer des 30. Juni wurden 
verbrannt; hätten die Nationalsozialisten in Wien gesiegt, die Leiche des Bundeskanzlers 
Dollfuß wäre verbrannt worden; der Reichstag ist verbrannt; ein armes jugoslawisches 
Bauernhaus hat der österreichische Legionär verbrannt; die Bücher sind auch verbrannt. 
Aber die Neigung, überall Feuer zu legen, ist nicht allein charakteristisch für die deutschen 
Kämpen unserer Tage. Es ist vor allem jener bestimmte seelische Zustand, für den bis 
heute weder die Psychiatrie noch die Kriminologie einen Namen oder eine Definition 
gefunden haben. 623  
 

The concomitant crimes committed by the National Socialists of Europe covered up for one 

another, according to Roth, like an arsonist covering up for a murderer, in a political climate 

where arson was not investigated. Again, Roth closed this essay for the Pariser Tageblatt with 

the hope that those in Yugoslavia would heed his warning: “Ein Italiener in Waffen ist weniger 

gefährlich als ein entwaffneter deutscher Nationalsozialist, der sich zu euch flüchtet.”624  

 After Roth’s efforts to amplify the criminal motives of both German and Austrian 

National Socialists, he again called for European solidarity in the pages of Die Wahrheit in 

December 1934. As he insisted, “[i]ch empfinde keinen Haß gegen Deutschland; eher 

Verachtung. Lächerlich und kindisch erscheint mir der Hinweis auf Deutschlands Vergangenheit. 

Das Deutschland seit 1870 unterscheidet sich vom alten Deutschland noch mehr als das moderne 

Griechenland vom antiken.”625 In addition to excising some semblance of truth from reporting 

that was filled with propaganda, Roth felt a deep urgency to warn anyone and every one of the 

real danger of Nazi Germany, with special attention given to those groups of people he identified 

with, namely Jews and Catholics. Early on, in 1933, Roth thought that Jews in Germany had 
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“den Deutschen zu viel moralischen Kredit gewährt.” Roth tried to argue that the danger posed 

by National Socialism, while not the same, was still just as deadly as pogroms in Tsarist Russia. 

Roth attributed the inability of German Jews to recognize the Nazi threat to their tendency to 

judge a people by their geniuses, “Die Juden lebten ferne von den deutschen Offizieren, 

Beamten, Adeligen, Bauern. Sie lebten nur nahe den deutschen Büchern.”626 Roth, however, with 

his journalistic experience that brought him in contact with to officials of numerous states, found 

it imperative to precisely judge the National Socialists not only by their leaders but by their 

officials and various formations of armed forces — especially the police.  

 After 1934 and the first atrocities that took place under National Socialism, Roth’s 

criticism of the police fundamentally changed. Far from merely understanding the former 

Weimar police apparatus as suddenly part and parcel of the Nazi regime, Roth lamented the 

moment, when the police lost their power as individual officers and as a branch of law 

enforcement, or what Hannah Arendt would later theorize as the moment when the police lost 

their authority to interrogate, provoke, and play a central part in determining who was a criminal.  

As she explained, “[t]he chief difference between the despotic and the totalitarian secret police 

lies in the difference between the ‘suspect’ and the ‘objective enemy.’ The latter is defined by 

the policy of the government and not by his own desire to overthrow it.” 627 Thus, once a 

totalitarian government, through the enforcement of policies, works to change the paradigm of 

the enemy in a legal sense, the paradigm for policing the enemy also changes. When this occurs, 

Arendt continued, a change in the paradigm of the secret police occurs as well. 

Closely connected with this transformation of the suspect into the objective enemy is the 
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change of position of the secret police in the totalitarian state. The secret services have 
rightly been called a state within the state, and this not only in despotisms but also under 
constitutional or semiconstitutional governments. The mere possession of secret 
information has always given this branch a decisive superiority over all other branches of 
the civil services and constituted an open threat to members of the government. The 
totalitarian police, on the contrary, is totally subject to the will of the Leader, who alone 
can decide who the next potential enemy will be and who, as Stalin did, can also single out 
cadres of the secret police for liquidation. Since the police are no longer permitted to use 
provocation, they have been deprived of the only available means of perpetuating 
themselves independently of the government[.]628  
 

While not sympathetic to provocations of police prior to the National Socialists, Roth observed 

this shift in power. After the police’s objective authority was replaced with the ideological 

authority of the regime, Roth almost pitied the secret police, which was mainly comprised of 

former Weimar officers, in tragic sense, as he witnessed their loss of power under a regime they 

supported. The Gestapo officers may have been labeled “police,” but their duties changed from 

independent collectors of secrets to dependent executors of orders. 

 No other essay indicated Roth’s change of opinion regarding the police than in his 

fictional account of Engelbert Dollfuss’s assassination. In this 1935 essay, entitled “Vision,”629 

written in Amsterdam630 for Der Christliche Ständestaat — the journal founded in 1933 by the 

Roman Catholic philosopher and theologian, Dietrich von Hildebrand, with the support of the 

then Austrian Chancellor, Engelber Dollfuss631 — Roth characterized the “murderers,” who 

came across “mit heiter erregten Gesichtern in das Haus des kleinen Kanzlers,”632 as almost 

inhuman. As Roth continues, “Seit Jahren schon trugen die rechten Handflächen der Mörder 

nicht die Linien und Striche, die das Antlitz der menschlichen Hände bilden, sondern die tief 

                                                
628 Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, 425. 
629 Joseph Roth, “Vision,” in Joseph Roth Werke 3. Das journalistische Werk 1929-1939, ed. Klaus Westermann 
(Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 679-682. Originally published in Den Christliche Ständestaat on 18 August 
1935. 
630 Bronsen, Joseph Roth. Eine Biographie, 459 
631 See Janek Wasserman, Black Vienna: The Radical Right in the Red City, 1918-1938 (Ithaca:  Cornell University 
Press, 2017); Josef Seifert, Dietrich von Hildebrands Kampf gegen den Nationalsozialismus (Heidelberg: C. Winter, 
1998). 
632Roth, “Vision,” 679. 



 

	 186 

eingekerbten Abdrücke der Mordwerkzeuge; eine Pistole war heimischer in ihrer Hand als in 

einem Futteral, und ein Dolch fühlte sich in ihrer Hand heimischer als in seiner Scheide.”633 

After the “murderers” shot him in the back, they realized that he did not immediately die. 

Instead, while bleeding out, Roth imagines Dollfuss asking his assassins to see the crucifix 

before he passes on. “‘Ich will das Kreuz sehen, bevor ich sterbe,’sagte der fromme Mann. Sie 

fürchteten sich aber, die Mörder, sie selber, in dieser Stunde, vor einem Priester und vor dem 

Kreuz, und jeder von ihnen fühlte, daß er diesen Anblick nicht ertragen hätte. Deshalb holten sie 

zu dem Sterbenden nur einen der entwaffneten Polizisten.”634 While the police officer did not 

fulfill his dying wish, Roth continued to portray the good, and even the godly aspects of the 

police officer.   

Der Polizist hatte noch niemals vor einem Sterbenden gestanden. Auch wußte er nicht 
genau, er konnte es auch nicht wissen, daß er von der Gnade Gottes ausersehen war, einen 
frommen Sterbenden zu trösten. Er war nur ein einfacher Polizist. Da er aber ein guter 
Mensch war, gab ihm die Gnade Gottes gute und tröstliche Worte ein, und er sagte sie 
daher. In diesem Augenblick besaß er die Gnade, obwohl er ein ganz einfacher Mann war, 
ja, weil er ein ganz einfacher und weil er ein entwaffneter Mann war. Er besaß keine 
Waffen mehr. Er hatte auch kein Kreuz bei sich. Der Sterbende aber sah, für einen 
Augenblick nur, in dem Aug' des Polizisten den erhabenen Widerschein jenes Glanzes, der 
einst vom Stern von Bethlehem ausgestrahlt war. Zwischen Bewaffneten und Entwaffneten 
konnte der sterbende Fromme nicht mehr unterscheiden. Er wollte gerne glauben. Mitleid 
hätte seine Feinde in der Stunde seines Todes dennoch erfaßt. 635  
 

In narrating a fictional account of Dollfuss’s last moments, Roth imagines how the former 

Austrian Chancellor would have reacted to his assassination. A pious Christian, Roth grants 

Dollfuss the power of forgiveness for the police officer. Over and against the Austrian National 

Socialists who attempted the coup d’état on July 25, 1934, and who Roth referred to as 

murderers, Roth drew a sharp line between the “murders” and “police.” In comparison with the 

Austrian Nazis, Roth portrayed the police as “simple” men, “good” men, who “had never stood 
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before a dying man,” and able to receive “grace of God” to console the dying Chancellor.  

 After this article appeared in the Der Christliche Ständestaat in August 1935, Roth went 

roughly a year without publishing an article or essay. When he eventually resumed writing for 

Das Neue Tage-Buch, he first addressed his absence in an open letter that described his break 

from journalism. 

Liebe Redaktion,  
Sie fragen mich, ob ich nach einer Pause, die Ihnen ungerechtfertigt lang erscheint, nicht 
wieder einen Aufsatz veröffentlichen wolle. Ich bin nicht mehr imstande, Artikel zu 
schreiben, von denen ich befürchten muß, sie könnten einen Grad von Pessimismus 
verraten, den vor einem weitem Publikum - und sei es auch noch so sehr der Wahrheit 
gewachsen - zu äußern nicht angebracht sein kann. Es gibt für mich - um unsern Metier-
Ausdruck zu gebrauchen - kein ‘Thema,’ das mir gestatten würde, einen Artikel mit jenem 
Mindestmaß von Zuversicht zu schließen, dessen eine Äußerung in einer Zeitschrift 
selbstverständlich bedarf. 636  

While Roth’s increasing desperation was undoubtedly one reason for this break, other factors, 

including a split from his partner, Andrea Manga Bell, attributed to this hiatus. During this time, 

Roth vigilantly worked on numerous novels and novellas for both Querido Verlag and Allert de 

Lange. In exile, Roth’s primary source of income shifted from his journalism to his literary 

prose. In addition to the honoraria Roth he received from each publisher, Roth’s prior works, 

particularly Hiob and Radezkymarsch, were translated into 12 languages, and the rights to Hiob 

were sold to a Hollywood producer. However, Roth still needed to continue to write in order to 

survive mentally and physically in exile. A Bronsen simply put it, “Roths stärkster 

abwehrmechanismus in der Emigration war seine schöpferische Arbeit.”637 Nevertheless, Roth’s 

continual need for income forced him to create quickly and write constantly. “Der Roth der 

Emigration fand nicht die innere Ruhe, um längere Arbeiten reifen zu lassen und zu überarbeiten, 
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abgesehen davon, dass er der Vorschüsse wegen ständig neue Verträge schloß, sich zu stets 

neuen Publikationen verpflichtete, wodurch er sich unter dem Druck und dem Drängen der 

Verleger zur Eile antreiben lassen mußte.”638 Thus, it is unclear what exactly prompted Roth’s 

brief break from Das Neue Tage-Buch, but Roth’s personal circumstances certainly played a 

role. 

 The occasion that prompted Roth’s return to write for Das Neue Tage-Buch was the 

controversy over the 1935 Nobel Peace Prize awarded to the German pacifist and former co-

editor of Die Weltbühne, Carl von Ossietzky, who was arrested after the 1933 Reichstag fire, 

held in so-called protective custody, and eventually transferred to the Esterwegen concentration 

camp. Although he was suffering from tuberculosis at the Westend Hospital in Berlin-

Charlottenburg and still under surveillance by the Gestapo, Ossietzky accepted the 1935 Nobel 

Peace Prize but was banned from receiving the distinction in Oslo in 1936. Furthermore, this 

prompted a government decree banning all further German citizens from accepting Nobel Prizes 

in the future. Thus, the practical details of this entire affair, such as how Ossietzky was able to 

“authentically” communicate with the Nobel Prize committee perplexed Roth, who was surprised 

that Ossietzky was even able to accept the award officially. 639   

 After the controversy surrounding Ossietzky’s Nobel Prize, or “im vierten Jahr der 

deutschen Apokalypse,”640 as Roth phrased it, he broadened his journalistic scope again, 

predominantly in the pages of Das Neue Tage-Buch and occasionally in Der Christliche 
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Ständestaat, to comment on international affairs in Poland, the United States, and Italy, in 

addition to Austria, France, and Germany. This renewed interest in the political affairs across the 

continent was due in part to what would be Roth’s last travels east of France. Together with his 

companion, fellow writer Irmgard Keun, Roth spent most of 1937 in “Ostende, Paris, Wilna, 

Lemberg, Warschau, Wien, Salzburg, Brüssel und Amsterdam,” which were, as Bronsen 

outlines, “die Stationen ihres gemeinsamen Weges, und es sind zugleich die Stationen, die sie in 

ihrem Roman Kind aller Länder nachzeichnet.” 641 As Keun further recalled in a conversation 

with David Bronsen: 

Immer mußten wir uns Sorgen mach, wovon wir die Hoterechnung bezahlen sollten, ob 
das vorhandene Geld reichen würde, bis das Buch, an dm gerade gearbeitet wurde, fertig 
war. Unsere Sachen haben wire in paarmal verpfändet und einmal, als unsere Visa 
abgelaufen waren und wir in ein anderes Land reisen mußten, fuhren wir im teureren 
Waggon Lit, weil man so am ehesten um die Paßkontrolle herumkam. 642  
 

While Roth wished for “ein einziges ‘Vaterland,’ das Land Gottes, unser aller Vater, in dem 

jedermann ohne Paß, ohne Namen herumwandern oder bleiben kann, wie es ihm beliebt oder 

seiner Natur entspricht,”643 he still managed to find ways around the travel restrictions he faced. 

In the spring of 1937, Roth and Keun visited multiple cities in Poland, on behalf of the Polish 

Pen-Club, which funded Roth to give his anti-fascist, pro-Monarchist speech, “Glauben und 

Fortschritt,”644 in a number of cities. This trip would be the last time Roth visited Lemberg, 

Wilna, and Warsaw, and the last time he saw his extended family and cousins. 645 After 

additional stops in Vienna and Salzburg in May of 1937, Roth and Keun spent the summer in 
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Brussels and Ostende, before returning to Paris (via Amsterdam) in October.646   

 Roth’s extensive travel perhaps prompted him again to take up international affairs as the 

subject of his essays. Published in September 1937, Roth’s essay, “Helden zittern,” discussed the 

potential meeting between Mussolini and Hitler and the preparations made by each country’s 

secret police. 

Da die Reise Mussolinis zu Hitler vielleicht, nur vielleicht, im Laufe des Septembers 
erfolgen soll, ist der Chef der italienischen Polizei nach Deutschland, zum Chef der 
deutschen Polizei, gefahren. Es sind die Chefs zweier geheimer Polizeibehörden, von deren 
Unternehmungen hier die breite Öffentlichkeit erfährt; auch dies - dies besonders - ein 
Zeichen einer Zeit, in der sogar Geheimagenten gar nichts mehr zu kaschieren haben 
wollen. 647  

 
Far from hiding anything, the public appearance of the secret police signaled to Roth a new 

mentality shared by both dictators, namely, a lack of shame and fear. “Die Geheimpolizei findet 

keine Veranlassung mehr, wirklich geheim zu arbeiten, denn die Ursache jener 

Verschwiegenheit, die zu den offiziellen Aufgaben dieser Behörde immer gehört hat, war die 

Scham; die Scham der Machthaber, auch eine (durchaus berechtigte) Furcht zu zeigen.”648 

Roth’s curiosity with the public visibility of the secret police was novel precisely because he 

interpreted the secret police in broad daylight as an ironic, and was sadly amused when it was, in 

fact, a deliberate state of affairs. More than just meeting in public, Roth elaborated on this police 

paradox, which was a symptom of totalitarian rule. 

 To explain why the openness of the secret police was worthy of remark in Das Neue 

Tage-Buch, Roth compared the new practices of the secret police with their predecessors, 

wherein he concluded that the prior “unwritten” rules of “legitimate authorities” and their 
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respective secret policing measures were performed to preserve their stateliness. 

Vor dem Besuch französischer Staatsmänner in Petersburg, vor dem Besuch des Zaren in 
Kiel, vor der Abreise Franz Ferdinands nach Sarajevo, vor der Ankunft Wilhelms in 
Konopischt waren Dutzende Detektive unterwegs, das Leben der Gäste zu garantieren - 
nach Möglichkeit. Aber die Öffentlichkeit erfuhr nichts von jenen Maßnahmen, die das 
offizielle Hurra-Geschrei der Spaliersteher erst ungefährlich machten und den ‘Jubel der 
Bevölkerung’ glaubwürdig. Es gab eine ungeschriebene Delikatesse der legitimen 
Autoritäten, die ihnen gebot, lediglich im Verborgenen Sicherheitsmaßnahmen zu treffen, 
um ihre eigene Würde nicht zu schmälern. 649  
 

Here, Roth expressed the dignity in the perseverance of a state’s own legitimacy through the 

public respect for other sovereign states, while still secretly preparing for potential cruel fates 

that could befall them. “Die früheren Gewalthaber schützten sich zwar auch, aber geheim. Sie 

wußten, daß man Zufälle - die Kinder des Schicksals - nicht vermeiden könne, daß es aber 

geboten sei, ihnen vorzubeugen. Sie haben es verschwiegen.” 650 The secret endeavors of the 

police were precisely performed in secret to preserve this delicate stability and yet not naively 

ignore attempts against their sovereignty.  

 However, “im vierten Jahr der deutschen Apokalypse,” 651 dictators operated in stark 

contrast to their predecessors as a matter of principle, which eventually manifested the operations 

of the secret police. When shifting to discuss his justification as to why dictators would unveil 

their secret police, Roth’s tone dramatically increased in irony. “Heute, da ein Diktator den 

anderen besuchen soll, sind nicht Dutzende, sondern Hunderte von Geheimagenten unterwegs, 

die Spitzel reiten voran wie Herolde mit Trompetenstößen, und die Machthaber kennen 

ebensowenig eine Scham wie eine Tradition.”652 It was not just the publicity or the increased 

numbers of secret agents, but what their presence demonstrated. To encapsulate this, Roth turned 

to a mocking inner dialog from the general perspective of a dictator. 
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Aber der Parvenu von heute demonstriert seinen Zynismus, plakatiert ihn, schreit aller 
Welt zu: “Ja, seht ihr, so groß bin ich geworden, daß ich sogar Angst haben muß; so 
wertvoll bin ich, daß ich nicht sterben darf; so sehr glaube ich an meinen Stern, daß ich 
dem Zufall mißtraue, der manchmal Sternen zum Verhängnis werden kann. Wer wagt, 
gewinnt! - Wer dreimal gewonnen hat, braucht nicht mehr zu wagen!’ 653  
 

Roth typified his point with ironic expletives to paint the dictators of his day in contrast to the 

taciturn practices of former rulers. This “Schweigsamkeit” or “reticence” was a sign of dignity. 

“Wie es ja überhaupt ein Zeichen der Würde ist, schweigsam zu sein: eines der Würdelosigkeit, 

laut zu sein.”654 Thus, for Roth, the “loud” state behavior of Hitler and Mussolini was, at the very 

least, an utter lack of dignity, and once they put their belief, formerly reserved for god, in their 

own police, they reached the epitome of an undignified state, in short, a totalitarian regime. 

 Such “loudness” was part and parcel of propaganda in the Soviet Union, Italy, as well as 

in Germany, where it was perhaps the loudest, according to Roth, who was amazed at how 

“Deutschland mit seinen Lautsprechern den Schrei des Blutes übertönt.” 655 While Roth 

commented on the effectiveness of the Nazi “loudspeakers,” he recognized, on the one hand, this 

loudness as a rational function of propaganda.  On the other hand, however, the decisions to 

unveil the secret police to the public were appalling. “Unübertrefflicher Gipfel aber 

gewalthabender Würdelosigkeit ist eine Geheimpolizei, die sich selbst veröffentlicht; der Mut, 

der plötzlich sagt: ‘Jetzt fürchte ich mich!’; der ‘Irrationalismus’, der auf einmal erklärt: ‘Hier 

glaube ich an Polizei, nicht mehr an Gott’ und der nicht spürt, wie neu er ist, wenn er erklärt: 

‘Die Wege der Geheimpolizei sind offen.’”656  Unlike in the Soviet Union, where “[d]ie 

Geheimpolizei ist wahrscheinlich so geschickt, daß ich sie nicht bemerke,”657 and whose secret 
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police were the inheritors of god’s “all-knowing” and “all-seeing” capabilities,658 Nazi Germany 

appeared to Roth as blasphemous in their disrespect for not only god, but the power of God, 

which they disregarded in favor of the power of the police.  Thus, flying in the face of God, Roth 

interpreted these new and blasphemous policing practices as the epitome of an undignified state. 

 Roth’s interest in the public or open work of former secret police was one of his most 

insightful nuances into his time. In fact, Hannah Arendt would later claim the paradox of the 

secret police appearing in public as a fundamental component of Nazism and Stalinism.659 

Arendt, building off of Alexandre Koyré’s 1945 essay, “The Political Function of the Modern 

Lie,”660 saw the appearance of the secret police into the public eye as a characteristic of 

prepower totalitarian movements. “There was, in the prepower stage of the movement, hardly 

anything which the Nazis consistently kept secret.”661 Under a totalitarian regime, which thrives 

on the very idea that “whoever is not with me is against me,”662 there was no use for a secret 

opposition.  

 What is more, such regimes welcomed open knowledge of any real or fake threats to their 

political agendas. Put differently, Roth closed his article with the question that summed up this 
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point:  In a world where “[e]s gibt überhaupt keine geheimen Dinge mehr,” “[w]eshalb noch eine 

geheime Polizei?”663 Of course, Roth’s irony in questioning the role or importance of the secret 

police functioned as an insult to the state organ, which Roth knew was still powerful and 

essential to the regime. However, in the prepower transition state of the National Socialist 

movement, lifting the secrecy of the secret police were key tools in forming not only a “secret 

society established in broad daylight,” but also in eliminating the real power of an organization 

that could seriously challenge a dictatorship.664 Once these “organizational advantages”665 in the 

prepower stage were complete, the “secret” in the term secret police could then become 

something different. As Arendt summarizes: 

The totalitarian movements which, during their rise to power, imitate certain organizational 
features of secret societies and yet establish themselves in broad daylight, create a true 
secret society only after their ascendancy to rule. The secret society of totalitarian regimes 
is the secret police; the only strictly guarded secret in a totalitarian country, the only 
esoteric knowledge that exists, concerns the operations of the police and the conditions in 
the concentration camps.666  
 

Far from harboring or hunting secrets, the police themselves became “the secret” or instead a 

true secret society within the movement. 

 By claiming “wie neu er ist, wenn er erklärt: ‘Die Wege der Geheimpolizei sind 

offen,’”667 Roth’s attention to the newness of a ‘public’ secret police was an important 

distinction at a time when some referred to the barbarity of the Nazis as a return of the middle 

ages. Given Roth’s attention to the organizations of various states, especially the police, Roth 

sifted between the different component of totalitarian and pretotalitarian power prior to Arendt 

and already recognized the newness of the “totalitarian organization, as distinguished from their 
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ideological content and propaganda slogans.”668 Like the war narrative Roth wrote of — 

“Hunderte von Geheimagenten unterwegs, die Spitzel reiten voran wie Herolde mit 

Trompetenstößen”669 — Arendt also described the ‘public’ secret police as instrumental, not in 

securing relations or “foreign affairs,” but rather, like harbingers in a foreign conquest. No 

longer “safeguarding a secret,”670 Arendt, saw “the international branches of the secret police” as 

“the transmission belts which constantly transform the ostensibly foreign policy of the 

totalitarian state into the potentially domestic business of the totalitarian movement.”671  In other 

words, as Arendt explained from a different perspective:  “Since the totalitarian ruler conducts 

his policies on the assumption of an eventual world government, he treats the victims of his 

aggression as though they were rebels, guilty of high treason, and consequently prefers to rule 

occupied territories with police, and not with military forces.” 672 Before Arendt, Roth picked up 

on how the National Socialists would rely on all of their police forces, including the secret 

police, to carry out foreign conquest.   

 The secret police as an organization continued to function as the “transmission belt,” a 

metaphor Arendt borrowed from Stalin, especially as they became “the true executive branch of 

the government through which all orders are transmitted.” 673 As the executioners (in every sense 

of the word) of the regime, the secret police, in both public or private capacities, became “secret” 

in a different sense. Instead of uncovering secrets, the secret police became “the trustees of the 

greatest state secrets.” 674 Instead of agents with weapons, Roth saw the secret police as only 

equipped with trumpets, which signified what Arendt interpreted as “a great improvement in 
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prestige and position, even though it is accompanied by a definite loss of real power.” 675 Yet, in 

terms of the loss in “real power,” the secret police still lost the least power overall sitting at the 

right hand of the dictator. “Neither dubious nor superfluous is the political function of the secret 

police, the ‘best organized and the most efficient’ of all government departments, in the power 

apparatus of the totalitarian regime.” 676  As compensation for their loss in real power, the secret 

police were bestowed with the ultimate ostensible power, which made them appear as the “only 

openly ruling class in totalitarian countries and their standards and scale of values permeate[d] 

the entire texture of totalitarian society.”677  

 Later, in 1939, Roth would point out one additional example of the police’s loss of 

power, which in Italy’s case, Roth saw in direct correlation to the banning of the press to report 

on criminal activity. “Als Mussolini an die Macht kam, verbot er den italienischen Zeitungen 

neben viel wichtigeren Rubriken auch die Kriminalrubrik.”678 Thus, after a brutal murder in 

Triest, as Roth reported, it took an unjustifiably long amount of time to find the perpetrators. In 

this case, Roth saw this delay as a result of the dilemma the fascist police faced, namely between 

reality and ideology.  

Es wäre hier noch eine Bemerkung zu machen, die sich auf die praktischen Auswirkungen 
ideologischer Prinzipien innerhalb der Verwaltungsbehörden bezieht. Der Spürsinn der 
Polizei kann irre werden, wenn er sich von vorgeschriebenen, sozusagen ‘totalitären’ 
Bedenklichkeiten leiten muß. In anderen Ländern, in denen die Ideologie nicht den 
Anspruch erhebt, Schicksale zu bestimmen, findet man vielleicht jugendliche Verbrecher, 
und auch andere, viel schneller. 679  
 

Here, Roth hinted to the discrepancy between pretotalitarian and totalitarian police, namely that 
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pretotalitarian police, when forced to subscribe to the totalitarian ideology that defines enemies 

prior to assuming power, can go slightly “insane”, which in turn delays their duties. 680 Part of 

the deliberations or hesitations by the police signaled their tacit understanding of their loss of 

autonomous power due to the fact that “‘suspects’ [in a totalitarian regime, K.B.] were not 

established through police information.” 681  Furthermore, that Italian police were not efficient in 

their duties suggested to Roth, as it did to Arendt, that Mussolini’s Italy was not fully totalitarian. 

Even though Mussolini, “who was so fond of the term ‘totalitarian state’,” 682 declared all leftist 

opposition the enemy, the lack of expediency indicated to Roth, when he placed the adjective, 

totalitarian, in singular parentheses, and explicitly to Arendt, that Mussolini’s Italy was more of a 

dictatorship with a one-party rule.  

 Nevertheless, the overall lack of stateliness demonstrated by the public tasks of secret 

police and the ideological methods forced upon the criminal police were indicative of a disregard 

for traditions in general according to Roth. Unlike Germany, these traditions were not as easily 

transcended in countries like Belgium, where there was still a constitutional monarchy. Although 

the Belgian far-right authoritarian Rexist Party and Flemish National Union Party were gaining 

support in 1936, Roth argued in an unpublished essay from 1937 that such support was not 

enough to challenge King Albert III in times of unrest. When agitation arose via the 

promulgation of the amnesty law forgiving pro-Germans arrested during the First World War, 

protesters did not turn to an authoritarian figure like Léon Degrelle, the leader of the Rexist 

Party, but instead they appealed to the King. As Roth recounted, “[e]s kam zu ernsten 

Zusammenstößen mit der Polizei und der Gendarmerie. Aber: wohin zogen diese unzufriedenen 

Demonstranten?! Sie wollten zum König. [...] Sie zertrümmerten sogar die Gitter des königlichen 
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Parks, als sie die Polizisten und die Gendarmen am Eintritt zu verhindern suchten.”683  In 

response, the police, the Gendarmie, and the King promptly addressed the situation in a manner 

that dissipated the protests. In this unpublished essay, Roth refrained from ironically critiquing 

the police while advocating for the institutional order and leadership demonstrated by the 

Belgian constitutional monarchy. In closing, Roth referred to this incident as evidence for his 

political stance in support of a constitutional monarchy in Austria. 

 Since his exile in 1933, Roth gradually expressed more support for a constitutional 

monarchy in Austria as a measure against National Socialism and Austrofacsism.684 As he wrote 

to Stefan Zweig, “Ich halte es für feige, jetzt nicht zu sagen, daß es Zeit ist, sich nach den 

Habsburgern zu sehnen.”685 More than just written support, Roth made personal pleas first to 

Otto von Habsburg and later, days before the annexation, to Chancellor, Kurt Schuschnigg. As 

Otto von Habsburg recalled for David Brosen’s biography of Roth, “[e]twa drei Wochen vor 

dem Anschluß, ungefähr zwischen dem 25. Februar und dem 5. oder 6. März, war er [Roth, 

K.B.] in Wien und vesuchte bei Schuschnigg vorzusprechen. Als ich nach dem Anschluß daran 

ging, eine Exilvertretung aufzubauen, stellte sich Roth sofort zur Verfügung.”686 Although Roth 

was perhaps privately loyal to Kaiser Otto, he found it politically necessary to officially support 

Schuschnigg, especially in the weeks leading up to the annexation, since Schuschnigg called for 

a referendum on March 13 to determine whether or not Austria should remain an independent 

country.687  
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 However, despite any efforts on Roth’s part, Schuschnigg was forced to resign, and the 

Nazi annexation of Austria left Roth devastated. “Eine Welt ist dahingeschieden, und die 

überlebende Welt gewährt der toten nicht einmal eine würdige Leichenfeier. Keine Messe und 

kein Kaddisch wird Österreich zugebilligt. Der Vatikan müßte alle Glocken läuten lassen, aber er 

ist ohnmächtig wie ein Synedrion.”688 Despite his tone of desperation, Roth still saw it as his 

duty to continue to critique the Nazi regime. A week later, for the Pariser Tageszeitung, Roth 

penned an essay on the “Die Propaganda des Dritten Reiches - eine Weltgefahr,”689 wherein he 

warned of “die Goebbelsschen Methoden” 690 that he saw play a large part in Nazi annexation of 

Austria.  

 Frustrated at this turning point, Roth still focused on what appeared as evident to him, in 

this specific case, the dubious character of the National Socialists based on the premise of the 

creation of a Ministry of Propaganda. Not so much the creation of a government entity to oversee 

official information (since this practice was common during the First World War in Germany, 

Britain and the United States alike691) but the literal labeling of such an institution as 

“propaganda,” was what made Roth skeptical from the beginning.  “Das Dritte Reich war der 
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erste Staat, der ein ‘Propagandaministerium’ eingeführt hat, als wäre sein Land eine 

Seifenfabrik. Wenn die Welt kritischer gewesen wäre und weniger wohlwollend gegenüber 

legalisierten Briganten, so hätte sie einfach durch die Tatsache, daß ein Staat Propaganda macht - 

und durch nichts anderes -, gegen diesen Staat mißtrauisch werden müssen.”692  The decision of 

the National Socialists to officially term their ministry “propaganda” was in opposition to former 

instituions, such as the United States Commission on Public information, which, as its 

commissioner George Creel wrote in 1920, was named as such to avoid the term propaganda 

altogether. “We did not call it propaganda, for that word, in German hands, had come to be 

associated with deceit and corruption.”693 Similar to Creel, Roth understood the official usage of 

the term propaganda as intent to deceive the public. Although he did not hold out hope that he 

alone could engage a critical readership, his skepticism of Nazi propaganda motivated him to 

write against the expanding empire.  

 
 In an unpublished essay commenting how Nazi propaganda propagated itself in other 

countries, Roth likened their methods to the criminal police. “Die Zensur der diktatorisch 

regierten Länder arbeitet beinahe ebenso kollegial mit den Zensoren der freiheitlich regierten 

Länder wie die Polizei, die Kriminalpolizei nämlich. Und ebenso, wie man einen internationalen 

Taschendieb ehemals, in jenen seligen Zeiten, in denen nur Kriminalverbrecher den 

internationalen Steckbrief zu befürchten hatten.” 694 Such international cooperation, Roth 

explained, was the first step towards the annexation of Austria. To further this point, Roth 

outlined how “die Goebbelsschen Methoden” began in 1936.  

Man erinnere sich, daß das Juli-Abkommen von 1936 zunächst von einem sogenannten 
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‘Pressefrieden’ zwischen Österreich und Deutschland eingeleitet worden ist. Es ist System 
darin, es ist Goebbels' ewige Walze: Zuerst hängt man der Presse des Landes, mit dem man 
verhandelt oder das man erobern will, eine Art Höflichkeitsmaulkorb an. Man erinnere 
sich, daß Hitler, in vielem ein eifriger Schüler seines Knechtes Goebbels, von der 
englischen und französischen Regierung verlangt hat, sie möchte die Presse zu 
Deutschlands Gunsten zensieren. Das ist Goebbels' erstes Propagandageschoß. Damit 
pflegt er die Offensive zu eröffnen. 695 
 

Frustrated with the international community to see past Goebbels’s lies, Roth tried to translate 

“Pressefrieden” into the parlance of the police dealing with criminals crossing state lines. Much 

like the pickpocket, Goebbels was not prosecuted by the international community. Furthermore, 

this step was essential to initiate the rest of the propaganda machine via the overt mediums of 

radio and film, which Roth regarded as, “braucht man nichts Näheres zu sagen.”696 697  

	 In Roth’s analysis of how the international community still operated “collegially” with 

the censorship of the National Socialists was his attempt to warn other countries of such deceitful 

tactics. Especially as a guest of a country engaging with Hitler in any capacity, Roth, as he 

expressed in an unpublished essay, found it to be his obligation “nicht nur die Wahrheit über ihr 

eigenes Vaterland auszusagen, sondern auch das Gastland, in dem sie Unterkunft gefunden 

haben, vor dem Feind zu warnen.”698 During his years in exile, this obligatory task became 

increasingly more difficult.  But even if, as he often mentioned, “Der ‘Fall’ allein, von dem hier 

die Rede sein wird, wäre die Tinte nicht wert, die dieser Artikel kostet,”699 Roth still tried to 

make sense out of the National Socialists’ propaganda. Or as he wrote on Christmans 1938 for 

the Pariser Tageszeitung:  “Ich möchte mit Engelszungen reden können, um deutlich zu machen, 
                                                
695 Roth, “Der Apokalyptische Redner. Die Propaganda des Dritten Reiches — eine Weltgefahr,” 800. 
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Roth had also aready reported on how Goebbels used these mediums in 1935. See See Joseph Roth Werke 3. Das 
journalistische Werk 1929-1939, ed. Klaus Westermann (Köln:  Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1989), 669-671.   
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daß derzeit mit hunderttausend Teufelszungen aus hunderttausend Radios gesprochen wird, daß 

Volksführer bellen, Minister miauen, Diplomaten schnattern, Schriftsteller Holz sägen und daß 

von hundert lebenden Menschen ohne Amt und Würde sich kaum fünfzig verstehen können.”700 

Unable to fulfill this desire, Roth shifted back to narrate his experience as a refugee in France, 

where the old order, while at times unjust and even brutal, did not in principle operate on terror.  

 

“Auch im Wartezimmer der Polizei noch flüchten und wandern sie” — Roth on Policing 
Refugees in Paris 

 
 In the months leading up to his death, Roth wrote a series of essays that return to 

comment on the countries he traveled through a decade prior. No longer able to travel, Roth still 

wrote about the current situation in countries such as Italy, Albania, Czechoslovakia, among 

others. In addition, Roth narrowed in on the political situation in certain cities as well, such as 

the aforementioned Triest, Danzig, Mukachevo, and Bechyně. Among these essays, Roth 

periodically wrote of the injustices in France. In exile, however, Roth portrayed the democratic 

bureaucracy in the Parisian police offices, which were responsible for issuing visas for migrants, 

with a simpler, more forgiving tone. Often frequenting the police prefecture, Roth and other 

refugees would wait to hear about the status of their visas or as he phrased it: “Wir warteten auf 

die Erlaubnis, in Paris bleiben oder aber zum Teufel gehen zu dürfen.”701 This state of liminality 

terrified and exhausted those seeking refuge. “Man sitzt so, wie es sich für Heimatlose gehört, 

mit gebeugtem Rücken, die Ellenbogen auf den Knien und, wenn man will, die Stirn in 

gefalteten Händen.”702 Nevertheless, as Roth remarked, the homeless wanderers could not help 

but to continue to wander around, even if in place. 
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Im Wartezimmer der Polizei-Präfektur gehen die Menschen hin und her, auf und ab, 
schätzungsweise, sagen wir, sind es etwa zwanzig Menschen; Männer zumeist. Sie gehen 
auf und ab, hin und her. Gott hat sie offenbar geschlagen. Nicht genug daran, daß sie so 
viele Meilen hatten zurücklegen müssen, um hierher, in dieses Wartezimmer der Polizei-
Präfektur zu gelangen, müssen sie auch da drinnen noch auf und ab, hin und her wandern. 
Es ist, als könnten sie gar nicht innehalten im Wandern und Flüchten. Auch im 
Wartezimmer der Polizei noch flüchten und wandern sie. 703  
 

What made the waiting bareable, according to Roth, were the children. In his first essay about 

the police prefecture in Paris, one child in particular caught Roth’s attention. As Roth recounted: 

Mitten also zwischen den Flüchtlingen, die sich selbst keine Ruhe geben können, lief im 
Wartezimmer der Polizei-Präfektur das Kind umher, ein blondgelocktes Kind, ein süßes, 
sage ich, weil jede Umschreibung eine literarische Lüge wäre. (Man soll sich nicht 
scheuen, das Süße so zu nennen.) Das blonde Kind im Wartezimmer der Polizei- Präfektur 
war süß. Es hatte die gewissen blauen Augen, die man den Engeln zuzuschreiben pflegt. 704  

While the appearance of the innocent, angelic child lifted the spirits of those waiting, it was the 

child’s intuitive abuse of a police officer that astounded and impressed Roth. 

Er nahm mir meinen Stock aus der Hand und schlug mit ihm, wie nur Kinder und Engel 
schlagen können, den Polizisten, der vor der Tür stand, auf den Kopf. Er lief, der 
blondgelockte Knabe, allen Polizeibeamten zwischen die geschäftigen Beine. Es war ein 
wunderbares Stückchen Sonne, ein hurtiges, in unserm grauen Wartezimmer der Polizei- 
Präfektur. Ich wollte, ich wäre dieses Kindes Vater gewesen. 705 	
 

Roth ends this essay with the unexpected occurrence of a three-year-old stealing his cane and 

proceeding to use it to hit a police officer. In the following months, as Roth would continue to 

write about his encounters with police, refugees, and their children due to the cyclical need to 

renew his visa, he would include his experience with young refugees because they provided hope 

for the future and hopefully elicited the most sympathy from the reader. 

 A month later, Roth discussed refugee children in the police prefecture again for Die 

Zukunft. In this essay, Roth began by explaining that perhaps hearing about children would shock 

those desensitized to the entire subject of refugees.  
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In dieser Zeit, in der Tiere über Menschen herrschen und diese, offenbar, um sich bei jenen 
einzuschmeicheln, sich in Tierschutzvereinen zusammenschließen, hat es vielleicht nur 
wenig Sinn, von Kindern zu sprechen; besonders von den Kindern der Emigranten. Aber 
immerhin scheint mir noch eine vage Aussicht vorhanden, daß ein paar Menschen, selbst 
wenn es ihnen lieber wäre, von Papageien und Schäferhunden zu hören als von 
Flüchtlingen, noch nicht imstande sind, eine Gleichgültigkeit gegenüber Kindern 
aufzubringen, die geradezu aus ihren Wiegen vertrieben worden sind, wie die Älteren aus 
den Häusern.706  
 

Furthermore, it is in the waiting room of the police prefecture, where Roth said he felt able to 

bear his sorrows. 

Ich habe (allzuoft) Gelegenheit, mit Emigrantenkindern zusammenzusein. Manchmal treffe 
ich sie im Wartezimmer der Polizei-Präfektur, wo sie, die so lange gewandert sind, endlich 
einmal warten dürfen: auf Anweisungen, Ausweisungen, Zuweisungen, Abweisungen, 
Rückweisungen. Ich gestehe, daß ich mich gern in derlei Wartezimmern aufhalte. Der 
Kinder wegen, aber auch des Leides wegen, das sich hier versammelt. Der gehäufte 
Schmerz erst wird erträglich.707  
 

At first, Roth thought the children were oblivious to the suffering and the unfortunate 

circumstances these families found themselves in; however, he was quickly proven wrong. Roth 

wrote about his conversations with children in particular because he was shocked to learn that 

they had lost “den altbekannten sogenannten ‘unschuldigen Kinderblick.’”708  After his previous 

encounter with the inituitive child who hit a police officer, Roth might have had an idea that 

these children knew more than they let on, but on the otherhand the one child could have been a 

clever exception. Only after the chance to talk with a young refugee, did Roth realize the extent 

to which these children were fully aware of the gravity of their situation.  

Im folgenden gebe ich zum Beweis ein Gespräch wieder, das ich mit dem achtjährigen 
Sohn eines österreichischen Schusters im Wartezimmer der Polizei-Präfektur führen durfte. 
Der Vater wurde ins Büro gerufen, um angewiesen, ausgewiesen, eingewiesen oder 
hergewiesen zu werden. Er bat mich, den Kleinen zu bewachen.  
“Kannst du schon Französisch?” fragte ich. 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“Bald”, sagte er, “ich bin schon 3 Monate hier.”  
“Willst du hierbleiben?”  
“Ich weiß nicht. Ich bin zu klein, um zu entscheiden.”  
“Warum seid ihr denn weg aus Wien?”  
“Wegen der Rassengesetze. Meine Mutter ist Jüdin.”  
“Und warum hat sich dein Vater nicht scheiden lassen?”  
“Er liebt meine Mutter. Ich auch.”709 

 
After the boy’s father returns, so does the innocent child-like happiness as the family received 

good news.  

In diesem Augenblick kam der Vater, der Schuster, der – o Wunder! - seine Frau liebte, 
aus dem Büro des Polizeibeamten. Er hatte nur eine Anweisung bekommen, keine 
Rückweisung. Er war heiter. [...] Er gab mir die Hand und dankte mir dafür, daß ich ihn in 
die Polizei begleitet hatte. Auf einmal hatte ich die Empfindung, daß ich ihm sagen müsse: 
“Paß auf! Laß dich von deinem Sohn an der Hand führen!” Aber ich sagte nur zu dem 
Kleinen: “Lassen Sie Ihren Vater nicht einen Augenblick allein!”  “Ich weiß, ich weiß!” 
antwortete er. Und er winkte mir zu, klein, schmächtig, ein Bürschchen - und ein Greis.710   

 
The last mention of the waiting room in the police prefecture came only a few months later in 

December 1938. In his essay for the Pariser Tageszeitung that reads like a day in the life of a 

poor man, entitled “Das bittere Brot,” Roth paints a general protrait of a poor migrant. “Der Tag 

erhebt sich, und der arme Mann wünscht, die Nacht noch auszudehnen. [...]Er geht in ein Bistro, 

trinkt Kaffee und taucht einen Kipfel hinein. Er gibt sich dem Genuß nicht ganz hin, denn er hat 

nicht vergessen, daß heute Donnerstag ist.”711 In this short piece, Roth built up the pressure 

surrounding the uncertainty facing the poor man, which was not how to come by a little bit of 

money for the day, but rather the looming visit to the police prefecture to renew his visa. “An 

diesem Tag nämlich muß der arme Mann auch zur Polizei. Er hat ein Papier, auf dem 

geschrieben steht, wie er heißt und woher er kommt und wo er wohnt. Es steht aber nicht darauf, 
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wie lange er wohnen kann und wohin er gehen darf.”712 And what the poor man anticipated the 

entire day ended in a brief silent moment, when the official quickly stamped his visa without 

saying a word. “Man sagt ihm nichts. Er wartet. Dann stellt er den Koffer hin und steht an einem 

Schalter, und ein Herr drückt sofort einen Stempel auf das Papier; so schnell, daß der arme Mann 

fragen möchte, ob der Herr nicht Bleistifte braucht. Er besinnt sich aber und entfernt sich, der 

arme Mann.” 713 Luckily for this poor man, his Thursday ended with a sigh of relief. 

 For Roth, however, only writing and drinking brought him any relief. At the time Roth 

penned these vignettes of refugees in the French capital, the number of foreigners increased, as 

Clifford Rosenberg writes, “from 370,701 in late 1936 to 438,688 in late 1938.”714 While France 

did welcome more refugees per capita than any other country during the 1930s, the influx in 

1937 led to new decree-laws, which “granted sweeping new powers to the police” including the 

power and funding to “deport people on their own initiative.”715  In response to these political 

ramifications of immigration, Roth returned to his method of analysis:  to translate the political 

into the personal.  And his portrayal of the day-in-the-life of older migrant would be one of 

Roth’s last essays on his encounters with French police and the bureaucratic conflicts that 

refugees faced in Paris. After hearing of Ernst Toller’s death in exile in New York, Roth broke 

down and died a few days later on May 27, 1939, in the hospital.  

 

 

 

 

                                                
712 Roth, “Das bittere Brot,” 864. 
713 Roth, “Das bittere Brot,” 864. 
714 Rosenberg, Policing Paris, 102.  
715 Rosenberg, Policing Paris, 101-102.  



 

	 207 

CONCLUSION 

 

 Throughout his life, Roth’s gift for writing allowed him to call attention to and speak out 

against the injustices of bureaucracy and the police. Reflecting on his role, Roth, whom himself 

experienced marginalization as a Galician Jew in the Habsburg monarchy, understood the 

importance of speaking on behalf of those dominated by state control. What is more, Roth 

explicated how he saw his responsibilities as a privileged journalist:  to translate the political into 

the personal with the help of sarcasm, wit, and irony to reveal underlying truths. When more 

anecdotal vignettes were not enough to speak out against National Socialism, Roth penned 

longer essays in order to state his truth plainly:  that the silent terror of bureaucracy and 

inhumane treatment by the police would not be enough to dominate and ignore the stateless.  

 The study aimed to show that the abuse of power by police officials and bureaucrats was 

as important to Roth when he primarily lived in Vienna, Berlin, and Paris as it was when he 

traveled across eastern Europe, through the Balkans, and into Italy. As Vienna transformed from 

the center of a multilingual empire to the capital of the First Austrian Republic, Roth commented 

on the reinstitution of bureaucratic measures to limit Austrian citizenship based on ethnic 

criteria. The medium of paper as a bureaucratic weapon felt stronger to Roth than the steel used 

for bullets in the war. The freedom of movement was also restricted due to ongoing wars in 

Poland, Ukraine, and Russia as well as the border negotiations between new neighboring 

countries. As the borders between the First Austrian Republic and the First Hungarian Republic 

were still forming, Roth reported how the border and its enforcement retained the enforcement of 

the Hungarian Red Army, Austrian Gendarmes, and border patrol officers. In the capital, the 

Viennese Constabulary was accompanied by the Viennese Town Watch. While Roth 
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acknowledged the increase in violence after the war, his message to the Viennese Constabulary 

for its 50th anniversary was clear: heartlessness should not have a place in police work.  

 In the early 1920s in Berlin, Roth continued to report on the heartlessness of police 

officers. Before obtaining his Austrian passport, Roth experienced the harassment stateless 

refugees faced in the German capital. After forging his birth certificate to guarantee himself 

Austrian citizenship, Roth explained, with the help of short essays published predominantly in 

the Berliner Börsen-Courier, that Jews should be advised to falsify personal information in order 

to stay out of the purview of the police, to survive the ‘world of paper,’ and avoid antisemitism 

whenever possible. As more foreigners sought refuge in Germany and further west, Roth kept a 

tab on how the Social Democratic government, under the leadership of President Friedrich Ebert, 

managed not only the issue of migration but also how the police and other paramilitary groups 

were used to settle political violence.  Occasionally, Roth’s perspective on the police was less 

overtly critical and more observatory.  With a sarcastic undertone, Roth described how the Berlin 

Schutzpolizei were never on hand when needed, only to conclude that, in fact, their absence 

allowed for various altercations to easily be solved without the mediation of state officials.  

Automobiles, however, were ruled by the police, leading Roth to observe that the traffic police, 

with their control over the streets, carried themselves like Gods on earth.   

 By 1925, when Roth moved to Paris to report for the Frankfurter Zeitung, Roth’s 

experience with French authorities did not result in the analysis and criticism of French 

bureaucracy and police. During this time Roth even went so far as to comment positively on how 

the French officials treated him. Although Roth would have liked to continue in Paris as the 

foreign correspondent for the Frankfurter Zeitung, the position was granted to Friedrich Sieburg. 

After this personal and professional setback, Roth agreed, with the help of Benno Reifenberg, to 
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travel to the Soviet Union for the Frankfurter Zeitung. This trip turned out to be a crucial 

moment for Roth as a journalist and restored his reputation, as he joined a prominent group of 

reporters, including Egon Erwin Kisch, who had just returned from Russia a year prior. In the 

Fall of 1926, Roth traversed the vast country during Stalin’s first year as the General Secretary of 

the USSR. In addition to reporting on the various changes to Russian life, such as the lasting 

effects of industrialization and the New Economic Policy, it was the state police of the Soviet 

Union made its strongest impression on Roth. Remarking on how the Soviet secret police 

successfully went without notice, Roth commented on how the secret police created a God-like 

omnipotence. Roth also captured the oppressive nature of Soviet bureaucracy as the terror that 

followed the bloodshed of the revolutions in 1918. For Roth, the comparison between the 

bureaucratic regulations in Soviet Russia within the continuities of Russian history, and in light 

of the regulations imposed by newly-formed nation-states in the west, provided him with the 

amusement of historical irony:  whereas serfdom in the Russian Empire limited the freedom of 

movement to the extent that it created a precursor to the modern passport, this “Russian 

specialty” was then later implemented by countries Roth often referred to as the “free West.”  

 As he traveled through the Balkans and back through Poland reporting along the way for 

the Frankfurter Zeitung, the issue of the freedom of movement, for him in particular, and for the 

average man, was mentioned when problems or potential problems arose. Anytime an officer 

took Roth’s passport for verification, for example on the border of Poland and the Soviet Union 

or when traveling through Albania, Roth preliminarily judged the hospitality of a nation based 

their border patrol. While the freedom of movement in Poland and for Poles became more 

restricted as political tensions escalated over the course of the 1920s, Roth characterized the 

Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes, as generally hospitable, but living among a brutal 
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police force. When Roth returned to Russia, he published his travel reportage on the conditions 

of Jews migrating west in 1927.  Roth hoped that a book like Juden auf Wanderschaft would 

help to dispel some of the prejudice against Jewish migrants from the east. What is more, Roth 

would continue to speak out on behalf of the stateless in general, as he criticized the 

powerlessness of Nansen passports and the growing global mistreatment of all migrants.  

 Shortly thereafter, in 1928, the Frankfurter Zeitung sent Roth to report on Italy at the 

time of Mussolini’s rule. In a series of four essays, Roth criticized the extent to which not only of 

the freedom of movement but also the freedom of the press was violently policed. Moreover, 

much like in Berlin, Roth observed the various Italian police forces, their attire, weaponry, and 

especially the elitist manner in which they carried themselves. While Roth acknowledged the 

violence that the Blackshirts, among other subsections of the police such as the military police 

and the Interior Ministry police, were capable of, he insisted that the vanity of Mussolini and his 

police inhibited their potential to inflict the type of control Roth feared in the Soviet Union.  

 Although there were plans for Roth to go back to the Soviet Union, his wife’s health 

worsened to the extent that he had to bring her back to Vienna to live with her parents, and 

eventually, the family had to commit her to a psychiatric institution for further medical help. 

Foreshadowing Michel Foucault’s analysis of psychiatric institutions, Roth saw how the 

occupation of psychiatry served as a policing function within society.  By sequestering patients 

in mental hospitals, psychiatrists jailed the mentally ill and treated them like criminals.  

 After losing his wife Friedl, Roth focused on writing fiction. Between 1930 and 1932, 

Roth would compose his most important novels:  Hiob and Radezkymarsch. After the success of 

Hiob, Roth was about to reach the height of his fame when the National Socialists rose to power. 

In response, Roth quit the Frankfurter Zeitung, left for France in early 1933, and kept writing 
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essays vehemently critiquing the National Socialists. By May 1933, Roth’s books were burned 

along with the books of many other Jewish and Communist writers. 

 When he was not criticizing the acts of violence in Germany, Roth turned to analyze the 

power structures that did not, in principle, operate on terror. Taking a more sympathetic tone, 

Roth elaborated on the fundamental differences between the police forces in democratic states 

and those which operated as executioners for dictators. With regard to the National Socialist 

police forces, Roth refrained from referring to the Schutzstaffel and the Sturmabteilung as police 

because he saw them as murderous paramilitary units. After roughly five years of writing essays 

criticizing Nazi Germany in the pages of exile newspapers, such as Das Neue-Tagebuch and the 

Pariser Tageszeitung, Roth started to focus more on his surroundings in Paris.  

 Officially stateless after the Anschluss of Austria, Roth narrated the experience of the 

average asylum seeker. While France did welcome more refugees per capita than any other 

country during the 1930s, the influx in 1937 led to new decree-laws, which “granted sweeping 

new powers to the police” including the power and funding to “deport people on their own 

initiative.”716  In response to these political ramifications of ever-increasing numbers of refugees 

in Paris, Roth returned to his method of analysis:  to translate the political into the personal.  

Desperate, Roth depicted, for example, the bureaucratic process of obtaining a two-week visa at 

the Paris police prefecture as entirely dependent on luck. Although his own experience informed 

his portrayal of a day-in-the-life of an older refugee, Roth ended his life-long commentary the 

injustices of government institutions with a broad, general plight of his encounters at the 

intersection of bureaucracy and police in the French capital. 

 

 
                                                
716 Rosenbug, Policing Paris, 101-102.  
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