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INTRODUCTION

Viewpoints on Jewish History

History is one thing, but the idea of it is something else, and it is manifold.
—Johann Martin Chladenius,
Allgemeine Geschichtswissenschaft, 1752

HISTORIANS CANNOT PREDICT the future, but they have the power to interpret the past. In their hands, the past is shaped in the same way that the future takes on form in the eyes of the classical prophets. Thus for the poet and scholar Friedrich Schlegel historians were “prophets facing backward.”1 Schlegel’s remark of 1798 can be understood in two ways, as Walter Benjamin explained: “Traditionally it has meant that the historian, transplanting himself into a remote past, prophesies what was regarded as the future at that time but meanwhile has become the past.… But the saying can also be understood to mean something quite different: the historian turns his back on his own time, and his seer’s gaze is kindled by the peaks of earlier generations as they sink further into the past.”2

Benjamin interpreted Paul Klee’s Angelus Novus as “the angel of history,” the ideal image of a backward-facing prophet.3 He acquired this picture in 1921 and bequeathed it to his friend Gershom Scholem (1897–1982). In the concluding lines of a poem written for Benjamin in 1933, Scholem noted in defiance of Benjamin’s interpretation:

I am an unsymbolic thing,
mean what I am. In vain
You turn the magic ring;
I have no meaning.4

It may be characteristic that the twentieth century’s most important prophet of the Jewish past issued a warning against an excessively symbolic interpretation of history, which has been repeated ad nauseam by Benjamin devotees. Scholem was only too well aware how much the history of the Jews in particular had to be kept open to the most diverse interpretations. Although its interpreters’ ambition was to regard historical “reality” objectively, the constantly recurring relationship between their ideological and political positions and their representation of history is clear.5 This begins with the definition of their proper object of study: Is it the history of a nation, a religious community, or a collectivity defined in some entirely different way?

In the course of the past two centuries historians have constantly redefined the history of the Jews. In the meantime, some of them have themselves become the subjects of scholarly studies.6 But whereas a great deal has been written about Jews and Jewish history, and important studies of particular aspects of Jewish historiography in the modern period have appeared, astonishingly enough there is still no general, comparative overview and interpretation.7 This is all the more surprising because in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Jewish historiography was seen as having a considerable political function. Jews had relatively little substantial political or even military power to exert in support of their various claims to individual emancipation in Western Europe and the United States, collective autonomous rights in Eastern Europe, or the construction of a state in Palestine. On the other hand, what they could show was their consciousness of an especially long history. The early promoters of these three claims derived their legitimation from history. Whereas the advocates of individual emancipation emphasized the Jews’ millennial rootedness on European soil, the supporters of autonomy emphasized the historically developed community as the basic form of Jewish existence. Finally, the Zionists proclaimed the historic right to the Land of Israel. In each case historians, as prophets of the past, played a key role in the process of political legitimation. For Jews, more than for most nations and religious communities, history was the primary weapon in this struggle.

Whereas outlines of the future played a crucial role in the narratives of Jewish historians, their non-Jewish colleagues commonly regarded the Jews as historical fossils. In the nineteenth century, these non-Jewish historians were dominated by Christian missionary thinking. Later on, Soviet historiography considered the Jews to be superfluous in class society, and special so-called research institutes devoted to the “Jewish question” served as tools of Nazi genocide. This extreme multiplicity of perspectives may be characteristic of Jewish history; the questions that confront its interpreters are, however, general in nature.

Objectivity and Partiality

In the Japanese writer Ryunosuke Akutagawa’s short story “In a Bamboo Grove,” which became famous as the basis for Akira Kurosawa’s film Rashomon, various individuals testify regarding a murder they have witnessed. Their different versions are obviously incompatible, and yet each witness is certain that he is telling the truth. Only when the testimony of the victim himself can finally be heard does it become clear that each observer was right from his own point of view, but completely misinterpreted the event as a whole.

In historiography, we are moving through a similar grove, but with the difference that —even if we could awaken the dead from the past—there is no neutral authority over and above the event that can tell us what actually happened. Like the witnesses in Akutagawa’s short story, historians are also convinced that they are reproducing reality, even though they can report only their own version of the event.8 If Gabriel García Márquez began his autobiographical novel with the sentence, “Life is not what one lived, but what one remembers and how one remembers it in order to recount it,” then the historian might analogously assert, “History is not what actually happened, but what we recount about it and how we recount it.”9

In the eighteenth century, the historian Chladenius already doubted whether one could stand “above things,” for there is “a reason why we perceive something one way and not another: and this reason is the viewpoint [Sehe-Punkt] that we take on it.… From the concept of the viewpoint it follows that persons who see something from different viewpoints will necessarily have different ideas of it.”10

During the nineteenth century, different viewpoints all too often coincided with developing national, ideological, and religious perspectives of history. And after the end of the First World War historians of the nations involved in that conflict tried to prove, by appealing to historical sources, that other countries were to blame for its outbreak. In the new countries that emerged from the war, historians sought to complete the transition from “stateless nations” to “nationless states” by producing common myths for groups such as Czechoslovakians or Yugoslavians.11 In a more general sense, for a Marxist historian, class conflict plays the chief role in shaping modern societies, whereas for a conservative historian that role is played by state-oriented politics.

Despite claims to scholarly objectivity, the writing of the history of religion is often influenced by the denomination to which the author belongs or by which he was shaped. Thus, one of the most famous twentieth-century British historians questioned whether a Christian could describe Jewish history objectively: “It is difficult for anyone brought up in the Christian tradition to shake himself free from the official Christian ideology,” wrote Arnold Toynbee. “He may have discarded Christian doctrine consciously on every point; yet on this particular point he may find that he is still being influenced, subconsciously, by the traditional Christian view in his outlook on Jewish history. Voltaire’s outlook is a classic case. I am conscious that my own outlook has been affected in this way.… This contrast between the historical facts and the conventional Christian and ex-Christian view of the history of the Jews and Judaism shows how difficult it is for anyone brought up with a Christian background to look at Jewish history objectively.”12 A generation later, another British historian, Eric Hobsbawm, doubted that “being a Zionist is compatible with writing a genuinely serious history of the Jews.”13

It is idle to speculate about whether an author who, like Toynbee, grew up in the Christian tradition, a “non-Jewish Jew” like Hobsbawm, or an author adhering to Zionism are qualified, on the basis of their viewpoints, to write Jewish history.14 Or should chroniclers of histories laden with conflict ideally come from Mars, as the Israeli historian Benny Morris suggested? “The historian of the Israeli-Arab conflict must endeavour to write on this conflict as if he were writing on the war between Carthage and Rome, or as if he had just arrived from Mars and were observing the situation without any connections and commitments.”15

Between making a naive claim to objectivity, according to which the historian’s identity has to be “effaced,” and challenging the very principle of reconstructing history, there lies a broad field of historical research. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, most historians strive, in full awareness of their own standpoint, to achieve as much distance as possible from ideological positions. Postmodern positions have succeeded in producing creative lines of investigation, but the literary analysis of texts cannot replace the search for historical facts. That there was a French Revolution, a First World War, and a Holocaust is as much beyond doubt as the facts that certain ideologies caused many people great suffering and that certain persons were responsible for historical events. However, historians will continue to debate the causes of the French Revolution, who bears the heaviest responsibility for the outbreak of the First World War, and whether the Nazi genocide was planned by Adolf Hitler from the outset or decided on only in the course of the war as a result of the inner dynamics of events.

Remembering and Forgetting

In the course of history, “the Jews” have been used as a metaphor for the most diverse ideas. They have been revered as the founders of monotheism and persecuted as Christ killers. For some people they are the quintessence of capitalism, while for other people (sometimes even the same ones) they are the inventors of communism. Their history has been read as an exciting success story and as a unique narrative of victimhood. Jews constituted no more than 1 percent of the European population, yet few persons in modern Europe attracted as much attention as Karl Marx and the Rothschilds, Sigmund Freud and Albert Einstein, Franz Kafka and Arnold Schoenberg.16 And few topics occupied more space in the media of the second half of the twentieth century than the Holocaust and the State of Israel.

For the historian, the discrepancy between the small minority of Jews and the great attention they received is a problematic and often even annoying factor. Whatever one says about the Jews and their history has already been said at least once, and still worse, it has probably been refuted many times. Such a fund of scholarly knowledge, superficial popular belief, and deeply rooted prejudices makes it hard to arrive at clear statements. Nonetheless, in the past two centuries historians have repeatedly attempted to write the history of the Jews—and at the same time reinterpreted it.

The historian dealing with Jewish history is confronted by the difficult task of deciding how he (or she) will connect the chronological, geographic, and thematic levels in a way that will be the least confusing for the reader. In the history of the Jews, which extends over several millennia and continents, sacred and profane conceptions of time are intertwined with each other.17 In the middle of the nineteenth century, for instance, the Jews of France, Russia, and Iran not only lived in different realms but also in different eras—eras of successful emancipation, gradual integration, and complete exclusion. This “simultaneity of the unsimultaneous,” to use Ernst Bloch’s expression, also held for Jews of earlier times, whether they lived in Jerusalem or in the area of Upper Egypt known as the Elephantine in the fifth century BCE, Worms or Cordoba in the twelfth century CE, or Amsterdam or Vilna in the seventeenth century. What bound them together, in addition to the basic forms of a common way of life, was the collective memory of a common origin.

It is the God active in history who demands in the Bible that certain events be remembered. The word Zakhor (“Remember!”), which Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi chose as the title for his pathbreaking study on Jewish historiography, frequently appears in the Bible as God’s command to the Jewish people: “Remember the days of old” (Deut. 32:7), “Remember what Amalek did to you” (Deut. 25:17), or most often, “Remember that you were a slave in Egypt!” These biblical commands to remember were read and internalized by Jews at the time and in later centuries in the most diverse contexts. This culture of remembering certainly contributed to the Jews’ being content to be seen not only as the People of the Book but also as the People of Memory—as, for instance, in the eyes of the philosopher Isaiah Berlin: “They have longer memories, they are aware of a longer continuity as a community than any other which has survived.”18

However, even in a people of memory there is a collective forgetting. The books following the Bible that were written after the closure of the canon remained outside the collective memory and thus became the Apocrypha. The writings of the most important Jewish historian of antiquity, Flavius Josephus, fell into oblivion among the Jews and were handed on by Christians. And who can know what else was forgotten over the intervening centuries? Yerushalmi observed that in the traditional Jewish understanding of history, only certain specific elements were remembered: “Only those moments out of the past are transmitted that are felt to be formative or exemplary for the halakhah [the complex of rites and beliefs that offer a sense of identity and purpose] of a people as it is lived in the present; the rest of ‘history’ falls, one might almost say literally, by the ‘wayside.’”19

Nation and Religion

The reasons for the particularly rich multitude of ways of interpreting Jewish history are not only its long duration and spread over all the continents but rather the ever more urgent question raised since the end of the eighteenth century as to what the Jews really are: a people, a religious community, or a common culture. Scholars concerned with Jewish history gave and still give the most diverse answers. Whereas some write the history of a nation that even in dispersion always turns around Israel as its center, others see in it the history of a religious or cultural community that has overcome its connection with a specific territory. Still others go so far as to simply deny the existence of anything that can be designated as Jewish history enduring over the centuries.

Ideological and political motives often play a decisive role in the way that the Jews are defined. That is how we should understand the critical assertions of modern historians who attribute to Jewish historiography a particularly heavy ideological freight. Thus the American historian Lucy Dawidowicz writes, “Every people, every nation has used its history to justify itself in its own eyes and in the sight of the world. But surely no people has used its history for such a variety of national purposes as have the Jews.”20 Todd Endelman expresses a similar view: “Since the Jews’ fate and future remained a matter of seemingly endless speculation, Jewish history writing remained harnessed to ideological ends. It served both external, apologetic, defensive ends as well as internal, intracommunal, political ones.”21

Are we dealing with the history of a people that for millennia defined itself on the basis of its descent, because according to religious law every child of a Jewish mother is Jewish? Or are we looking at the history of a religion, since outsiders can also become part of the collectivity by converting to Judaism? As a rule, conversion remains a marginal phenomenon, but it is certainly possible that in earlier centuries, whole peoples (or at least their upper classes) adopted Judaism, as did the Khazars, a tribe that lived in the north Caucasus.22 In any case, what we now call ethnic and religious identification is closely bound up together. The Bible is, if you will, both the Jews’ history book and their most important religious source. When in Hebrew the expression am yisrael is used, there is always alongside the traditional interpretation—“the people of Israel”—also a religious one. It was only in the nineteenth century that the two levels began to separate. The modern nation-state required the integration of Jews as German or French citizens of Jewish faith. In order to make their new status clear, they henceforth preferred to call themselves Israelites or believers in the Mosaic religion.

In an increasingly secularizing period, however, this purely religious self-definition soon became meaningless for most Jews in the Western world. Like Freud, they called themselves “godless Jews”—and yet remained Jews. Some referred to a “community of fate” united above all by a historical experience.23 Finally, there were the Zionists, who now based themselves entirely on the national components that had apparently disappeared in Western Europe. For them, religion in the modern age represented nothing more than a force dividing Judaism into orthodox, conservative, and liberal, whereas the national was the sole unifying element. When in his book Der Judenstaat (The Jewish State, 1896) Theodor Herzl declared, “We are a people,” this constituted an unprecedented provocation for German, Austrian, and French citizens of Jewish belief.24

It was Jean-Paul Sartre, a non-Jew, who spread the claim that Jews were made Jews by the antisemites: “It is neither their past, their religion, nor their soil that unites the sons of Israel. If they have a common bond, if all of them deserve the name of Jew, it is because they have in common the situation of a Jew, that is, they live in a community which takes them for Jews.… The Jew is one whom other men consider a Jew.”25 The thesis attributed to Sartre was actually not so original; its core can be found three centuries earlier in the works of a Dutch Jew of Portuguese descent, Baruch Spinoza of Amsterdam: “At the present time, therefore, there is absolutely nothing which the Jews can arrogate to themselves beyond other people. As to their continuance so long after dispersion and the loss of empire, there is nothing marvelous in it, for they so separated themselves from every other nation as to draw down upon themselves universal hate, not only by their outward rites, rites conflicting with those of other nations, but also by the sign of circumcision which they most scrupulously observe. That they have been preserved in great measure by Gentile hatred, experience demonstrates.”26

Despite the overwhelming presence of images of the Jews, it is not surprising that most chroniclers of Jewish history were Jews, just as it was mostly Germans who were concerned with German history, and French who were concerned with French history. Questions of linguistic competence, an interest fed from childhood on, and social discourses no doubt played a role in this. Just as Thomas Macaulay in England, Jules Michelet in France, and Heinrich von Treitschke in Germany wrote passionate national histories, just as Catholic and Protestant historians of religion have often argued theologically as well as historically, so have Jewish historians frequently written on behalf of their nation or religious community.

Before the nineteenth century, non-Jewish authors occasionally dealt with postbiblical Jewish history. The first author of a comprehensive postbiblical Jewish history was in fact a Huguenot living in the Netherlands at the turn of the eighteenth century, Jacques Basnage (1653–1723). However, he and his multivolume history of the Jews were to remain an exception to the rule. A century later, in a letter written on February 21, 1792, Johann Kaspar Schiller advised his son Friedrich, then a professor of history in Jena, to do something to remedy the situation: “To my knowledge there is no complete, consistent history of the Jewish people since their dispersal in the world. I think it would be an important and therefore worthy object of the attention of a scholar who would, however, himself have to have a learned Jew at hand who could provide him with the necessary materials. In addition, a skillful development [of this subject] would be of great interest for Christianity.”27

During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, only a few non-Jewish historians took a serious interest in postbiblical Jewish history, and they did not always have a positive view of Jews. In their research, nineteenth-century Christian scholars sought to lay the foundations for a conversion of the Jews to Christianity, and when during the 1930s and 1940s German historians first tried to deal in a systematic way with Jewish topics, they did so under the aegis of an antisemitic policy in Nazi research institutes devoted to the Jewish question. Alongside these, there were still a few important studies on particular aspects of Jewish history written by non-Jewish authors. However, only in the second half of the twentieth century did a large number of non-Jewish historians begin to discuss Jewish history in a scholarly manner and completely without negative presuppositions.

Scholarship and Ideology

The period covered in this book ranges from the beginning of the nineteenth century to the beginning of the twenty-first. There was, of course, earlier Jewish history writing, but it generally occurred in the context of theological observations. Only with the rise of modern scholarship, which made possible the critical examination of holy scriptures that had previously been revered as sacred, did a distanced attitude with regard to the sources become possible. The complex relationship between premodern Jewish historiography and collective memory has been investigated in detail by Yerushalmi. In the framework of the present book it can serve only as the background for the development of the last two centuries.

The first two chapters limit themselves essentially to a chronological account of Western and Central European historians of the “long” nineteenth century, whose turning point is represented by the appearance of its most significant representative, Heinrich Graetz (1817–91). The following chapters focus on the “short” twentieth century, from the First World War to the 1980s, and each of them deals with a specific geographic area. In the third chapter, I discuss Eastern European historians such as Simon Dubnow, historians in Poland during the interwar period, and the short-lived Soviet-Jewish efforts to write Jewish history. In the following chapter I examine the British and American schools gathered around Cecil Roth (1899–1970) and Salo Wittmayer Baron (1895–1989), and then the new tendencies in Germany, with the incipient research on the history of women. Chapter 5 concentrates on the representatives of a mainly Jerusalem-based Zionist historiography. The final chapter discusses the new challenges facing Jewish historiography in the postmodern era, and ends with the first complete survey of Jewish history and culture in the twenty-first century.

Each chapter is focused on a particular “master narrative,” which can be defined as “a coherent historical account that has a clear perspective and is generally about a nation-state. Its influence is not only exercised to found a school within the discipline, but also becomes dominant in the public sphere.”28 In the case of Jewish historiography, this definition should be modified insofar as only one of the master narratives, the Zionist one, is centered on the Jewish nation-state, while the other master narratives discussed here are directed toward emancipation and nationalism in the diaspora. Finally, we must consider whether postmodern “deconstructivism”—for instance, in the guise of feminism or postcolonialism—has not itself constructed new master narratives.

In view of what has already been said, it is hardly surprising that each generation of historians accuses its predecessors of not being objective, only to be accused of the same failing by a succeeding generation. The early representatives of German-language Wissenschaft des Judentums, the scholarly study of Jews and Judaism, were convinced that they had thrown off the fetters of a religiously determined account of the past, both those of a traditional rabbinical view and those of the Christian missionary view. However, their claim to have produced a scholarly, objective historical account was rejected by the following generation of historians, mostly Eastern European Jews led by Dubnow. They accused German Jewish historians of writing a purely intellectual history for use as a weapon in the battle for emancipation in Germany, and instead demanded a “sociological” perspective that would give more attention to the institution of the Jewish community. Soon, they themselves were accused of promoting such a point of view only because it served their own political interests, specifically in the battle for national autonomy for the Jews of Eastern Europe. This complaint was made by historians who protested, in the British and American contexts, against the “lachrymose” version of Jewish history that they saw in German-language Wissenschaft des Judentums as well as in Eastern European Jewish historiography. For them, only in the free societies of the West was it possible to liberate oneself from this kind of Jewish “history of suffering.”

Nevertheless, these British and American historians also had to face the objection that they wanted to construct a happier Jewish past only because they were writing in a relatively comfortable diaspora. Thus, for example, the early Zionist historians argued that every attempt to write Jewish history in a non-Jewish environment was doomed to fail, since it had to be apologetically oriented from the outset, no matter whether it served the goals of individual emancipation in Germany, collective national autonomy in Eastern Europe, or the justification of an apparently successful assimilation in the United States. For these historians, Jewish history could be written only in a Jewish society, where one was not constantly concerned about the judgment of the non-Jewish environment. Not surprisingly, this Zionist perspective became the target of vehement criticism, especially on the part of the so-called New Historians in Israel. The latter reproached their teachers, often from a post-Zionist position, of having argued just as apologetically as the generations that preceded them, since with regard to the continuing conflict in the Near East they sought to protect their own history. Only with a general relativization and a rejection of any claim to objectivity in the postmodern era did criticism of earlier generations of historians become less pointed. But even in the new claim to represent only one of many possible subjective positions we can hardly fail to discern the hope that by so doing, they might achieve, as it were, a higher level than earlier accounts, which often are described as “pseudoscientific.”

The protagonists to be discussed in a book on modern Jewish historiography doubtless include authors of large-scale works covering many periods, from Isaak Markus Jost and Graetz to Dubnow and Baron, as well as the founders and chief representatives of historical schools. Attention will be given not only to the historians mentioned above but also to those who have contributed to the theoretical questions and fundamental debates about Jewish historiography. In order to provide a sense of the whole spectrum of ways of representing Jewish history, short sections will be devoted to historians who may have had no enduring influence, but who in their own time represented prevalent ideologies.

Not all the figures explored in this book are historians in the sense that they studied or taught history. In the generation of the founders of Wissenschaft des Judentums, philology—as it was represented by Leopold Zunz (1794–1886), for instance—was the predominant area of study and research. But we should not forget that Graetz in the nineteenth century and Scholem in the twentieth had neither degrees in history nor professorships in the field of history, although they surely enriched our knowledge of Jewish history more than almost anyone else. Even today, some of the most significant studies on Jewish history are not produced by historians in the narrower sense of the term.

During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, very few of the studies on Jewish history, like other studies of history, were written by women. Women also became objects of extensive research only after the First World War, especially in Germany under the Weimar Republic. It was not until the late 1960s and the advent of feminist movements that a fundamental change in this situation occurred, and even then it only slowly affected scholarly institutions.

Heroes and Eras

Most historical works teach us something about not only the events described but also their authors. If we repeatedly refer to the connection between their political convictions and their image of history, one should not too quickly conclude that writers on Jewish history were slaves to their ideology more than other historians. Like many of their colleagues who wrote other national and religious histories, most of them took up positions between a “polemical” and “value-free” view of scholarship. They shaped their own foundational myths and national character traits. Thus, British historians held fast to the concepts of “parliament” and “empire,” the French Revolution of 1789 represented the starting point for modern French historiography, Italian historiography turned around the Risorgimento, and in Germany the Wars of Liberation and Bismarck’s foundation of the empire “from above” defined historical discourse. The freedom-loving English, the revolutionary French, the Italians who carried on the values of ancient Rome and the Renaissance, and the culturally superior Germans were only a few of the favorite stereotypes of the respective national historiographies.29

In the representation of Jewish history these foundational myths and self-images are quite complex and reach far back. Some of the dividing lines in Jewish history are already present in the historians of antiquity. The questions of whether diaspora should be considered positive or negative and whether Jewish life would be best preserved in a country of its own, which were so often discussed in the nineteenth century, the debates about Jewish history as a history of persecution, and the evaluation of acculturation to the non-Jewish environment—all this is found in an early form and its contradictory interpretation two thousand years ago, in both books of the Maccabees, which offer an account of the battles for Jerusalem and the restoration of the desecrated Temple. The first book of the Maccabees, which was written in Hebrew in the Land of Israel, concentrates on the Hasmonean dynasty, and shows great interest in the geography of Palestine and the details of worship in the Temple. In contrast, the second book of Maccabees was composed in Greek probably during the Egyptian diaspora, and is concerned with the fate of the city and its legal system. Whereas the first book, which is written from a national perspective, regards all non-Jewish rulers as bad, starts out from the assumption that all peoples hate Jews, and also describes schisms within Jewry, the cosmopolitan author of the Greek account emphasizes the charitable rulers and the good relationships with the non-Jewish environment, and for the most part regards the Jewish community as a harmonious whole.30

The dividing line between the national and cosmopolitan views is not alien to modern Jewish historiography. To remain with the representation of antiquity, this time from a modern perspective: the destruction of the second Temple in 70 CE is generally considered as the turning point between the Jews’ existence in a state bound to a territory and their dispersal as a religious community in the diaspora. For historians of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, this can be interpreted in two ways: the more assimilated Jewish historians see in this event the birth of modern Judaism, which now could undertake its mission to spread pure monotheism among foreign peoples, and therefore despite all the tragedy it involved, they consider the end of national existence as exceptionally positive in the long run. Their Zionist-oriented colleagues saw this quite differently: for them, the destruction of Jerusalem ushered in the anomalous situation of a nation without an intact territorial center—a situation that from that point on had to be overcome.

As in any kind of history writing, in Jewish history periodization is an arbitrary act on the part of historians seeking to organize their material and make things easier for their readers. There are always several ways of defining turning points. When, for instance, did the modern period of Jewish history begin? Let us review some of the possibilities.31

In the beginning was Frederick the Great. His reforms ultimately led to the dissolution of community structures among the Jews and thereby paved the way for them to enter non-Jewish society. That was at least the way that Isaak Markus Jost (1793–1860) saw it; he was the first Jewish historian to write a multivolume, systematic history of the Jews down to modern times. For him, as a German Jew of the first half of the nineteenth century who still had to fight for complete emancipation, legal achievements were of special importance. His history of the Israelites is therefore also a document for German Jews’ battle for equal rights.

In the beginning was Moses Mendelssohn. He embodied the “dawn” of a new Jewish age—at least according to Heinrich Graetz, the most important nineteenth-century Jewish historian. Like Jost a generation before him, for most of his life Graetz had to fight for emancipation. But as a self-confident Jew who emphasized the national dimension of Jewish history, he did not want to see in changes in the environment alone the true starting point for Jewish modernity. His concept of a “Jewish history of suffering and learning” limited intra-Jewish history chiefly to intellectual history, for which Mendelssohn opened the gates into modernity.

In the beginning was the French Revolution. So we read in the World History of the Jewish People by Simon Dubnow, the great Jewish historian of Eastern Europe who, in contrast to his German Jewish predecessors, wished to write less an intellectual than a social history in which community structures and the anatomy of Jewish life in the diaspora were to be in the foreground. Political events that changed structures were thus for him more crucial than individual rulers or thinkers. It was not the appearance of the Jewish thinkers of the Enlightenment but rather that of the modern citizen that marked for Dubnow the beginning of a new epoch.32

In the beginning was Spinoza. For Salo Baron, the last author of a multivolume Jewish history and the first professor of Jewish history in a Western university, the intellectual and economic transformations of the Jewish community in the seventeenth century were decisive. Baron argued that the Jewish Enlightenment movement known as Haskalah, which is usually said to go back to Berlin in the mid-eighteenth century, actually began a century earlier in the “Dutch and Italian Haskalah.” In his view, the western European pattern served as a model for the history of the premodern diaspora, which he regards as generally successful for individual Jews.33

In the beginning was Shabtai Zvi. For Gershom Scholem, the founder of modern research on Jewish mysticism, Jewish modernity also began in the mid-seventeenth century, when the pseudomessiah Shabtai Zvi, who came from Turkey, divided the whole Jewish world into “believers” and “unbelievers”—those who followed him and those who rejected him as a heretic. Scholem tried to discern in this the causes of the later fragmentation of Jewish life that was to lead to assimilation, thereby lending intra-Jewish developments at least as much importance as the social circumstances. In addition, this evaluation gave Jewish mysticism a particularly high status, and in so doing clearly contradicted preceding models.

In the beginning was Yehuda he-Hassid. This otherwise largely unknown Jewish mystic, who left eastern Europe around 1700 for Palestine, embodied for Benzion Dinur (1884–1973), a professor of history at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem and later Israel’s education minister, the breakthrough into a new era. The fact that Yehuda he-Hassid, together with a small group of eastern European Jews, left the country where he was born and “returned” to the Holy Land marked for Dinur the beginning of the return movement, which ultimately culminated in the founding of the State of Israel. This thesis represents the most radical Zionist attempt at the periodization of modern Jewish history.

Along with periodization we can also see the differing titles of works on Jewish history that cover more than one era as indexes of their respective orientations. It is no accident that Jost’s work on the history of religion is called The History of the Israelites; that Graetz titles his already nationally oriented work History of the Jews; that Dubnow, as a convinced diasporic nationalist, chooses the title World History of the Jewish People, in which both the national character of the Jews and their dispersal over the whole world are contained; and that in his monumental work Dinur distinguishes between Israel in Its Own Land and Israel in Dispersal. 34 In all these cases the title is already a program.

Despite the differences, we should not forget the common elements. First, the historians mentioned here all start out from the assumption that something like a coherent Jewish history exists above and beyond countries, continents, and time boundaries. Moreover, they share the chronological approach of most of their fellow historians. No matter how differently they interpret Jewish history, they are similar in their selection of the events they describe and the way they organize them. Only after the Second World War did the Israeli historian Jacob Katz (1904–98), in his book Tradition and Crisis, radically break with event-oriented history and analyze chiefly the structures of Jewish life in Europe in the early modern period. And only at the end of the twentieth century did historians influenced by postmodernism put the existence of a coherent Jewish history radically in question.

The book seeks to present the varying ways of reading the history of a numerically small group defined as a nation, religion, or community of fate, whose members have played a significant role in world history. While it would be presumptuous to expect that it might provide an undisputed interpretation of Jewish history, this book should help us better understand the ways that its interpreters have seen it.
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Fig. 1.1. Opening of the new synagogue in Frankfurt am Main, March 23, 1860. Jüdisches Museum, Frankfurt am Main.


1. JEWISH HISTORY AS HISTORY OF RELIGION

Wissenschaft des Judentums in the Service of Reform and Emancipation

What do I know about history? Things that are called “history”—natural history, geological history, political history, intellectual history—have never wanted to enter my head; and I always yawn when I have to read something historical unless the writing style enlivens it for me.
—Moses Mendelssohn to Thomas Abbt, February 16, 1765

For no nation does history have more meaning than for the Jewish nation; its whole life and thought as a people were absorbed into the past; all its creations, political, scientific, and domestic, depended on the unbreakable chain of tradition. Thus history was its whole life, and to do justice to history was commanded by the Law, a source of longing and satisfaction. Every advance in consciousness was historical, every thought was protected and steeled memory; every recognition became genuine only when connected with the truth of the forefathers.
—Selig Cassel, Jüdische Geschichte, 1850

THE OPENING OF THE MAIN SYNAGOGUE in Frankfurt’s Judengasse on March 23, 1860, involved more than an old religious community moving into a new building. In many respects, this ceremony signified a break with the past. The exterior of the building on the edge of the former ghetto, with its narrow streets and lanes, represented a new self-consciousness. Its imposing architecture emphasized the status of the Jews as citizens on the way to full emancipation, which was to be granted in Frankfurt only four years later. Whereas the pointed window arches and ornaments were influenced by Moorish architecture, the gabled roof recalled medieval townhouses and was supposed to stress the community’s integration into a Christian-dominated environment. The building’s interior also suggested to the community’s members that a breakthrough into a new age had occurred. Religious reforms were given visible expression; an organ was installed, and the principles of church architecture were largely followed. The formal sermon given by Rabbi Leopold Stein on the occasion of the first Sabbath service in the new temple reinforced the impression communicated by the architecture. The rupture with the past came when he demanded that the “disgusting Judengasse” be demolished. Stein had already introduced confirmation in the synagogue in place of the traditional bar mitzvah, had the Torah read in a three-year cycle rather than annually, and read selections from the Prophets (Haftarah) in German rather than in Hebrew. During the cornerstone-laying ceremony in 1855, Stein had asserted that God had given the Jews Germany as a homeland and Frankfurt as their hometown.

The transformation into German citizens of Jewish belief is also evident in the illustration of the dedication of the synagogue. On the left side of the picture, the rabbis with their hats and robes are followed by the community’s notables in top hats, dressed just like the curious onlookers on the other side of the street who are viewing these events with interest. Between the Frankfurt and the Austrian eagles, framed by the arches of gothic towers, are portraits of emperors Joseph II and Leopold, whose Edicts of Tolerance led Jews in the Habsburg lands toward emancipation. Religious reform and emancipation were the two aspects of the battle that are given such clear expression in this picture.

During the nineteenth century, Jewish historiography in central and western Europe was a double-edged sword. Inwardly it served to establish religious reforms, and outwardly it engaged in the battle for emancipation. To situate the images of the past by Wissenschaft des Judentums we must, however, examine briefly how both Christian researchers and Jewish thinkers from eastern Europe, most of whom wrote in Hebrew, dealt with Jewish history.

Christian Beginnings

Until the early nineteenth century, it was mostly Christian scholars who were involved in the study of Jewish history. The brief flicker of historiographical interest among Jews following their expulsion from Spain, which in the sixteenth century had produced a series of important interpreters of Jewish history, was soon extinguished.1 In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Hebraists like Johann Christoph Wagenseil and Johann Christoph Wolf had also turned to Jewish history, usually motivated by missionary zeal and not always without anti-Jewish feelings.2

The most significant chronicler of postbiblical Jewish history, Jacques Basnage, inevitably identified to some extent with the Jews who had been scattered all over the world, for as a Huguenot he himself had been driven out of France and had to live in exile in Holland. As a pastor in Rotterdam, Basnage consolidated the French Reformed Church in the Netherlands. He regarded his fifteen-volume History of the Jews, from Jesus Christ to the Present: To Serve as a Continuation of Josephus’s History (1716), as a continuation of the work of the ancient Jewish historian Josephus.3 He recognized that his work was unparalleled, even among Jewish authors. Basnage remarked that Jewish readers were satisfied “with the Sincerity & the Moderation with which this History has been written,” and emphasized—as did the French Encyclopedists, to whose circle he belonged—his impartiality: “I thought that I ought to be neither partial nor extravagant. I allowed the Jews their Reasons and their Apologies. I reported Events in the circumstances which appeared true and certain to me. I censured Injustice, Violence & Persecution. I followed the most exact Historians without heat of Faction, without having regard to the Preference of Persons.” Thus, he angered some Catholic readers with his open critique of the expulsion of the Jews from Spain and Portugal, or his rejection of the pope’s anti-Jewish policy. On the other hand, he proposed his Dutch exile as an example of religious tolerance for the Jews who had fled the Iberian Peninsula. Nonetheless, throughout Basnage’s whole work is found the unconcealed missionary conviction that the Jews must ultimately end up in the lap of the church. “If I offended some article of Religion, all Roman Catholics are interested in defending it with me, since I only worked to prove the Truth of Christianity against the Jews.”4

Among Jewish readers, Basnage is known chiefly through the Yiddish work of Menachem Man ben Salomo Halevi Amelander (d. 1767). His She’erit Yisrael (The Remainder of Israel, 1743) was popular and was reprinted a few times, even as late as the nineteenth century. It was the first attempt made by a Jewish historian to describe the postbiblical history of the Jews, though it was not very original. Large portions of his account are based on Basnage’s history, but at the end of his book he also provides a history of the Jews in the Dutch Republic from the beginning of the seventeenth century to 1740. Long before German Wissenschaft des Judentums began, other Dutch Jewish historians followed in Amelander’s traces.5

The scholarly standards of the nineteenth century should be applied neither to Basnage’s enterprise nor to those of his followers in the age of Enlightenment. But the histories written by Basnage and other Christian Hebraists exercised a significant influence on later Jewish historians, and especially on those aligned with Zionism. Here we see for the first time a break with traditional messianic Jewish views that understood Jewish history as above all one of exile. The expectation of salvation, connected in traditional Judaism with a messianic future, found its place in Basnage in a Christian messianic interpretation oriented toward the present. Jewish historians of the following centuries accepted this fundamental idea, and saw messianic hopes as already or almost fulfilled in their own time by emancipation or a return to their own land.6

As a rule, Christian historians shared Basnage’s theological biases against Judaism. Thus, the London Society for the Promotion of Christianity among the Jews did not hesitate in 1818 to publish the general account of postbiblical Jewish history written by the American Hannah Adams (1755–1831), which is based largely on an English translation of Basnage’s work that had appeared a century earlier.7 Adams described in detail the persecution of the Jews, but repeatedly noted that only baptism would put an end to the Jews’ suffering, which they themselves had caused. “In the meantime, while with the most painful sensations, we read an account of the calamities, which no other description of men ever experienced in any age or country, let us recollect, that the Jews had called down the divine wrath, by crucifying the Lord of glory, and blasphemously exclaiming: ‘His blood be upon us and our children.’”8

How little literature on Jewish history was available in German at this time is shown by the fact that this certainly mediocre work by an author who had also written various religious histories (for example, the Dictionary of All Religions and Religious Denominations, 1784) as well as a history of New England was the only one of her numerous writings to appear in German translation (1819).9

In his preface, the German translator emphasized the practical utility of Adams’s account. On the one hand, the long history of discrimination and persecution is for him a reason for emancipating the Jews: “Therefore it is a crying injustice not to accord Jews all rights accorded other subjects.” But on the other hand, he answers in the affirmative the question he himself asks: “Aren’t the Jews themselves to blame for the fact that they are not accorded all civil rights?” The Jews distinguish themselves from the Christians in their religion and the exercise of their vocations. The translator therefore concludes from the history of doctrine that in order to become citizens, Jews must “make a great change in their customs, institutions, and way of thinking.” “They must also move their Sabbath ceremony to Sunday; they must learn trades, and practice agriculture.… As soon as a complete transformation of their religious and moral thinking has been made and they completely change their way of life, then no state will hesitate to accord them all the rights that every other person in the state enjoys.”10

This line of argument can be traced in the German discourse on emancipation from its first representatives to the more critical writers of Idealism. In the first fundamental work on the civil improvement of the Jews, in 1781, Christian Wilhelm Dohm expressed his conviction that post-biblical Judaism was a corrupted religion and that it was the Jew’s task “to return to the rational religion already included in his forefathers’ belief.”11 For the reactionary age that followed the Congress of Vienna—the period during which Adams’s book was introduced to the German reading public—Johann Gottlieb Fichte’s harsher-sounding statement was more characteristic: what should be done is to cut off the heads of Jews some night and put on new ones “in which there is not a single Jewish idea.”12

Traditional Reverberations

The beginnings of Jewish authors’ modern discussion of their history must be sought in the Jewish Enlightenment. The Haskalah created the preconditions for a critical consideration of their own past. However, the assessment of Mendelssohn and his immediate followers was inadequate, insofar as it was they who gave historical study an equal place alongside philosophy and philology. This did not always have to be as explicitly expressed as it was in the letter from Mendelssohn to his friend Thomas Abbt cited above.

Today we know—especially through Shmuel Feiner’s pathbreaking research on the Haskalah’s conception of history—that in the generation of Mendelssohn’s disciples in central and eastern Europe, a significantly altered attitude with regard to the study of history started to develop.13In his plan for reforming Jewish educational institutions, Divrey shalom ve-emet (Words of Peace and Truth, 1782), Mendelssohn’s fellow traveler Naphtali Herz Wessely stressed the value of studying history.14 Here history is for the first time viewed as an indispensable discipline in the new curriculum for Jewish students. It already implies the pedagogical task of instruction in history: the example of heroes and villains is to provide a guide for the pupils’ own behavior. The study of history is not in any way an end in itself but rather a discipline ancillary to the ethics and philosophy of the present. Other maskilim (proponents of the Enlightenment) undertook the study of different aspects of Jewish and also world history, seeking to prove the spirit of reason through the course of history, or as Salomon Löwisohn put it in 1820 in his lectures on the modern history of the Jews, “to use reasoning to bring light and life to the dark, lifeless masses.”15 However, for the most part they did not use original sources but instead summarized the findings of German-speaking historians who were often second-rate.16

The school of Jewish scholars from various parts of Europe that is known as Hokhmat Israel (the Hebrew counterpart to German-language Wissenschaft des Judentums) continued, so far as its conception of history was concerned, in the tradition of the Jewish Enlightenment movement.17 This kind of historiography culminated in the philosophy of history expressed in the More Nevukhey Hazeman (A Guide for the Perplexed of the Time), a work by the Galician Enlightenment thinker Nachman Krochmal (1785–1840), published posthumously. Its title echoes that of the medieval philosopher Moses Maimonides’ masterpiece, A Guide for the Perplexed. According to Krochmal, Jewish history follows a course different from that of the histories of all other nations. Whereas the latter, after a period of emergence and flourishing, are ultimately doomed to fail and pass away, the cycle of Jewish history is constantly begun anew. Here, the image of the “Eternal Jew” is collectivized, and transferred to the history of the Jews, which in contrast to that of other peoples is not ephemeral.18

In this work—which makes use of countless allusions to biblical, rabbinical, and mystical literature from both the Jewish tradition and the world literature of its time—Krochmal sought to make history an integral element of a Judaism that affirmed tradition and was true to the law. He did not succeed in doing so, though; the emerging Orthodoxy in Judaism resisted a historical interpretation of Jewish religion and culture.19 So far as Krochmal’s influence on later Wissenschaft des Judentums is concerned, Scholem certainly exaggerated when he claimed that “in fact, he did not affect the method of research during the generation which followed him, and one seeks in vain his impact upon those engaged in scientific work.… Had his Guide for the Perplexed of Our Times never been published, nothing in the course of the development of the Science of Judaism over the course of the nineteenth century would have been different.”20 Nonetheless, the most important representative of Wissenschaft des Judentums, Zunz, had published the Guide, the most important Jewish historian of the nineteenth century, Graetz, had read and used it, and a generation later it still influenced the young Dubnow’s conception of history.

And yet, an unbridgeable gap separates scholars like Krochmal, who wrote in Hebrew and were chiefly interested in internal-Jewish developments from contemporary representatives of modern Wissenschaft des Judentums.21 The former included the rabbi and literary researcher Samuel David Luzzatto (abbreviated as ShaDal, 1800-1865), who worked in Italy, and the chief rabbi of Prague, Solomon Judah Löw Rapoport (abbreviated as ShiR, 1790–1867), who was known as the author of biographies of scholars and studies on the Talmud and rabbinical literature. These scholars were well aware of this gap. They were active as rabbis, and remained closely connected with the religious values of Judaism, wrote their works in Hebrew, and were hardly noticed outside the Jewish community. They saw in Wissenschaft des Judentums and its conception of history an attempt to win the approval of the non-Jewish world. In a letter to Luzzatto, Rapoport smiles especially at their efforts to be objective, which in his opinion result in the opposite: “By making so great an effort to appear disinterested, they end up by taking an interest.”22 And for his part, Luzzatto carries the objection to making use of historical research for the purposes of emancipation still further: “For them, Goethe and Schiller are greater and more venerable than all the prophets, Tannaim and Amoraim [scholars from the time of the Mishna and Gemara, the two parts of the Talmud].… Yet another motive possesses them, as well: to grant Israel glory and honor in the eyes of the nations. They celebrate the virtue of some of our ancestors in order to hasten the chief redemption, which, to their minds, is Emancipation. However, this scholarly enterprise has no future and will be void immediately upon the arrival of this ‘redemption,’ or when all those who studied Torah in their youth, and who believed in God and Moses before going off to study with Eichhorn and his disciples, die.”23

Precisely what German-language Wissenschaft des Judentums saw as one of its major contributions—namely, to do research on Jewish history in accord with exactly the same criteria used in research on other histories—was a source of annoyance for the most important representatives of their Hebrew-language counterparts, Hokhmat Yisrael. Hence in his letter to Rapoport, Luzzatto went on: “The Jewish research that some of the German scholars of our generation practice has no right to exist, for they themselves do not approach it as a subject of intrinsic value.… They study the early history of the Jews as others study the history of Egypt, Assyria, Babylon or Persia—that is, for the love of knowledge, or the love of prestige.… But Hokhmat Israel … is learning based on belief, engaging in study, and research in order to understand the Torah and the Prophets and the word of God, to understand … how in every generation, the divine prevailed over the human.”24

German representatives of Wissenschaft des Judentums would probably have considered this criticism a compliment. Their definition of knowledge in fact excluded Rapoport’s and Luzzatto’s commitment to “learning based on belief.” They also detested a clear statement of goals such as that given by Mordechai Strelisker, a maskil (a proponent of the Jewish enlightenment) who belonged to Krochmal’s circle, in 1830. As for the primary tasks of historiography, he mentioned reminding readers of the great figures in Jewish history, examining the heroic figures in accord with moral criteria before the tribunal of history, edifying the readers by means of positive examples taken from history, and using negative examples to make them avoid injustice and immorality in the future.25

A feature common to most products of maskilic historiography was that despite their occasionally harsh criticism of some religious developments—especially Hasidism—they had not detached themselves from fundamental ideas that were theological in nature. When their scholarly discoveries came into conflict with traditional principles of belief, there was no question which side they would take. Rapoport expressed this as follows: “If it sometimes happens that my mind is carried away with ideas which are in opposition to those held by the sages of the Mishna and the Talmud, I clip its wings and bring it back to earth.”26 Despite their enormous erudition, their writings can hardly be described as modern historiography in the sense of the scholarly study of sources. As Shmuel Feiner showed, the Jewish thinkers of the Enlightenment who wrote in Hebrew in the early decades of the nineteenth century, and “whose studies … were used for internal didactic purposes and remained faithful to the traditional sources,” wanted to create an alternative to German Wissenschaft des Judentums.27 At the same time, Wissenschaft des Judentums developed, more influenced by the German university than by the Jewish tradition, more by Johann Gottfried von Herder and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel than by Rashi and Maimonides. It began in early nineteenth-century Berlin, and its representatives had to tackle an almost impossible task: on the one hand, to lay bare, on the basis of the new principles of historical study and as impartially as they could, the buried sources of the Jewish past; and on the other hand, to use these same sources to produce religious reform and political emancipation.

In the Service of Religious Reform

This new kind of critical and reform-minded understanding of history did not grow up overnight. The transitional generation of German-speaking Jewish historians is represented by an almost-forgotten Bohemian Enlightenment thinker whose many writings attracted public attention in his day. Peter Beer (1758–1838), an educator who grew up in Bohemia, was, as the historian Michael Meyer put it, the author of “the first comprehensive historical study of the Jewish religion written by a modern Jew.”28 In his chief work, Geschichte, Lehren und Meinungen aller bestandenen und noch bestehenden religiösen Sekten der Juden und der Geheimlehre der Kabbalah (History, Doctrines, and Opinions of All Former and Still-Existing Religious Sects of the Jews and the Secret Doctrine of the Kabbalah), which appeared in 1822–23 in two volumes, but large parts of which had already been published in the periodical Sulamith in 1806, Beer represented Jewish history as the history of sects. His theory of the existence of an original Jewish religion (Urreligion) allowed him to use scholarly means to promote his own ideas about religious reform. He was thus the earliest Jewish historian to attempt what more competent and important writers such as Jost, Zunz, or Abraham Geiger (1810–74) later sought to do, and that Ismar Schorsch once called “putting scholarship in the service of reform.”29

The incipient process of emancipation had turned Judaism from an all-encompassing way of life into a religion. Jews would be rewarded by being made equal to Christian citizens when they had abandoned all the identifying characteristics that went beyond mere adherence to their religion. But once Judaism was redefined as a denomination, its history then had to be rewritten as the history of a religion, analogous to the history of Christianity. Consequently, Jewish historians now introduced many concepts taken from the Christian realm and applied them to the Jewish religion. They referred to Judaism as “the synagogue” or simply “the Jewish church.” In his introduction, Beer himself used the concept of “Jewish church history.”30 Other concepts that he borrowed from church history were “schism” (that was how he described, for instance, differences of opinion about questions of religious practice between Hillel and Shammai, important scholars who lived in the first century CE) and “reformation.”

Because in his time both Christians and “Mohammedans” were named after the founders of their religions, Beer rejected the terms Jews and Israelites, and tried to substitute for them the analogously formed word “Mosaites” (Mosaiten). Finally, he took the decisive step in writing his history: since the history of Christianity can be seen as a history of the various denominational groups, which were then often also called “sects,” the same must hold for the Jewish religion. According to Beer, the history of Judaism was thus a history of its various religious sects. This conception was adopted in the following generation by Jost, as the title of his three-volume Geschichte des Judenthums und seiner Sekten, 1857-59 (History of Judaism and Its Sects) shows.

It was only to be expected that scholars who wanted to justify historical alternatives to traditional rabbinical Judaism would be attracted to the Karaite sect, which arose in the eighth century and rejected the Talmudic tradition. In this connection they also drew on Christian Hebraists such as Joseph Scaliger (1540–1609), who first praised the Karaites as an alternative preferable to rabbinical Judaism.31 It is thus significant that Scaliger was a Huguenot who, like Pierre Bayle and Basnage later on, took refuge in the Netherlands. Another author of a study on the Karaites, Jacobus Trigland, was a Protestant who had converted from Catholicism. For all of them, the importance of the religious schisms within the Christian world in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was particularly clear, and they were also wont to find part of their own destiny in the history of Judaism, or to read it into that history.

Basnage, for example, emphasized the sectarian character of Judaism by pointing out that one of the Jewish sects, the Pharisees, dominated present-day Jewish life. This notion suggests that alongside this sect, there are others that have a claim to represent “true Judaism.” Here too, Beer is in agreement with his Christian predecessors. However, so far as their real intentions are concerned, we must make distinctions. Basnage and his Christian predecessors did not think that Jews should return to a pure ur-religion but rather that they should be brought into the bosom of the church, which in their view had replaced all Jewish sects. This missionary intention characteristic of many Christian historians of Judaism was still to be found in Beer’s time, as can be seen in the review of Beer’s work published in the London Quarterly Review in 1828. According to the author of this review, it is only when the ideal solution, baptism, is not possible that the question of a return to the Jewish ur-religion of the Bible arises, for then might “the rabbi-trained Jew turn from his old guides to embrace a pure Judaism. That the Caraites practise a religion nearly such … we are willing to admit.”32

In contrast, baptism was not Beer’s goal. Instead, he considered it his vocation to refute the idea, commonly found among Jews and non-Jews, of a monolithic and static Judaism. As early as 1806 he had already described the main goal of his program in the periodical Sulamith and repeated it verbatim in the introduction to his history published in 1822: “The goal of the present essay is simply to relieve Sulamith’s many Christian or Jewish readers of the deleterious madness that consists in assuming that the Jewish nation as a whole, in religion and in the morality that flows from it, has always been at the standpoint where it is now, and that therefore all internal and external striving to achieve its due perfection is only idle effort.”33

Beer repeatedly states quite clearly his own ideas with regard to various trends within Judaism. He leaves no doubt as to whom he admires and whom he despises.34 Whereas the Karaites came closest to the original form of Jewish religion, their opponents—whom Beer calls Rabbanites—distorted the basic doctrines of Judaism into a mystical superstition. He rejected the title of rabbi as a matter of principle, and explained why in a petition to the emperor: “The title of rabbi could be replaced by that of preacher or pastor, so that decent [anstaendige] people can exercise this office.”35 Beer’s textbook, Dath Israel (Israel’s Faith), is marked by its aversion to the “Polish rabbis.”36 Despite these fierce polemics and his peculiar interpretation of Jewish history, Beer was convinced that he had described the events objectively: “I did what every writer of history has a duty to do; namely, represent events as they really happened.”37

Beer still belonged to a generation that had had no opportunity to receive academic training in a German university and remained unaffected by the critical scholarly methods of modern historical research. His most important successor, Graetz, judged harshly the “uneducated, foolish Peter Beer” for using “confused erudition combined with hollow thinking and tastelessness to flatten out Judaism.”38 After Beer, more successful reformers and more critical researchers were to put history in the service of reforming the Jewish religion.

In the Battle for Political Emancipation

The birthplace of modern Jewish historiography was not in Prague but in Berlin. When a few Jewish students at the University of Berlin began in 1819 to meet for regular lectures and discussions, they announced a new relationship to their own Jewish heritage. Up to that point, Jews had studied their texts not as historical documents but rather as sacred sources that governed their daily lives and their relationship to God. On the other hand, it was with the founding of the Association for the Culture and Scholarship of the Jews (Verein für die Cultur und Wissenschaft der Juden) in 1819 that history itself became a kind of sacred source, as Yosef Yerushalmi has written: “The modern effort to reconstruct the Jewish past begins at a time that witnesses a sharp break in the continuity of Jewish living and hence also an ever-growing decay of Jewish groupmemory. In this sense, if for no other, history becomes what it had never been before—the faith of fallen Jews.”39

It was only in the early nineteenth century, when historical studies began to be accorded steadily increasing importance in German universities, that Jewish scholars also approached their own past with scholarly critical distance. Systematic recommendations regarding the study of the Jewish past emerged from within the association. In 1818, its most important member, Leopold Zunz, had written an essay with the somewhat misleading title “Remarks on Rabbinical Literature” (Etwas über die rabbinische Litteratur), in which he outlined a first systematic agenda that included the most diverse areas of Jewish life, ranging from language to art and music, and also jurisprudence, astronomy, and mathematics. The heritage of Herder and above all the influence of Zunz’s own teachers, August Wilhelm Boeckh and Friedrich August Wolf, may explain why this essay founding a new discipline was titled philologically, as “Rabbinical Literature,” rather than historically, as “Jewish history.” In Zunz the new precedence granted to the historical is already discernible, but it is still hidden under the cover of philology. “Modern Jewish historiography was thus born not as Geschichte but as Wissenschaft; under the aegis of philology, not history,” Leon Wieseltier has written, at the same time pointing to Zunz’s real contribution. He not only extended the field of the Jewish historian to the whole of Jewish life but he also dissolved the traditional distinction between sacred and profane texts. “Zunz, in short, seeks provocatively to collapse the distinction between sacred and profane writing, and in its place substitute an integrated, secular, national literature.”40 It is precisely on this point that Zunz and his Berlin colleagues part company from their contemporaries Rapoport and Luzzatto.

Zunz stressed the urgency of the enterprise and explained that now was the time to dig up the treasures of the past—otherwise it might already be too late.41 In a hundred years, he prophesied, it would probably be difficult to obtain Hebrew books and decipher them. Zunz was indeed surprised to witness, toward the end of his long life, a revival of Hebrew literature. According to one anecdote, at the close of the nineteenth century, the Russian Jewish author Judah Leib Gordon visited the aged Zunz, introducing himself as a “Hebrew writer,” whereupon Zunz is supposed to have replied, “Really? And when did you live?”42

Later on, Scholem criticized such remarks, with his tendency to polemics, as “a whiff of the funereal,” especially with reference to Moritz Steinschneider (1816–1907), an important scholar in Jewish studies and a major bibliographer to whom the following remark is ascribed: “We have only one task left: to give the remains of Judaism a decent burial”43 If this is already an insufficient characterization of Steinschneider, such an anecdote is certainly unfair to Zunz, who feared the death of the Hebrew language more than he hoped for it.

No doubt there was extremely lively interest in Judaism among members of the Association for the Culture and Scholarship of the Jews, whose foundation was described three years afterward by its leading thinker, Eduard Gans (1796–1839), in relation to the spreading anti-Jewish riots of 1819: “It was toward the end of 1819 that we met for the first time. In many cities of the German fatherland dreadful scenes occurred that made some people suspect an unanticipated return to the Middle Ages. We came together to help discuss, when necessary, how best to escape the deeply rooted damage.”44

Wissenschaft des Judentums could not be separated from the battle against exclusion and for the emancipation of the Jews. It had from the outset committed itself to this battle, as Gans explained with reference to Herder: “A time will come when people in Europe will no longer ask who is a Jew and who is a Christian. To bring about this time sooner than it might otherwise come, to bring it about using all the strength and effort at your disposal: that is the goal, gentlemen, you have set yourselves by assembling here.… You want to help tear down the partition that separates Jews from Christians, and the Jewish world from the European world.”45

Gans himself later realized, however, that these majestic goals were still far removed from reality in Christian Prussia. To become a professor of law, he had to allow himself to be baptized, and thus—like another more prominent member of his association, Heinrich Heine—abjure the basic goal that had once united the members of the association: to give Judaism equal rights alongside Christianity.

Another member of the association, Immanuel Wolf (or Wohlwill, 1799–1847), had formulated in a concrete way the ambition of Wissenschaft des Judentums, which provided the basis for the Jewish battle for emancipation: “Scholarly knowledge of Judaism must decide regarding the Jews’ worthiness or unworthiness, their ability or inability, to have the same respect and rights as other citizens.”46 He thereby set a goal for research that was to be criticized by later writers as an apologetic element in Wissenschaft des Judentums. In fact, it can hardly be denied that especially during its early decades, Wissenschaft des Judentums was also engaged in a political battle, though that was not its exclusive preoccupation: using scholarly means, it sought to prove that Judaism and Jews had a claim to equal rights. It did this even though in the same essay Wolf had insisted that “Wissenschaft des Judentums … deals with its object in and for itself, for its own sake, not to some special end, or out of a specific intention.”47 Scholarship for scholarship’s sake was a thought that would recur among later representatives of the discipline, but that because of the specific historical conditions of the Jewish minority, was certainly still harder to realize in the nineteenth century than the similar claims to objectivity made by non-Jewish historians. Here we may recall the principles put forward by Ranke shortly afterward: “The critical study of authentic sources; impartial conception; objective representation—the goal is the presentation of the complete truth.”48

This contradiction, between undertaking scholarship for scholarship’s sake and putting scholarship in the service of a higher ideological or political end, was to characterize studies of the Jewish past in the nineteenth century. Alongside Jewish historiography in the service of religious reform, as we have already seen it in Beer’s work, stands the battle for emancipation, with historiography as its chief weapon.

The father of the discipline, Zunz himself, fought, like most of his companions in arms, on both the internal and external fronts. His internal battle was directed against the monopoly on Jewish erudition exercised by an interpretation defended by tradition. Thus in the first and second volumes of the Zeitschrift für die Wissenschaft des Judentums, he published a biography of the greatest medieval Talmudic scholar under the title “Salomon ben Isaac, called Rashi.” In it he was concerned less with Rashi’s principles of Bible and Talmud interpretation than with situating them in their immediate environment and time. Rashi was to be transformed from a timeless figure into a historically localizable one.49

With his scholarly writings, however, Zunz emerged above all as the pioneer of political emancipation. Like Wolf, he was convinced that “equal rights for Jews in matters of customs and life will proceed from equal rights for Wissenschaft des Judentums.”50 In his five-hundred-page work, The Sermons of the Jews, Historically Developed (Die gottesdientlichen Vorträge der Juden, historisch entwickelt, 1832), he documents the long tradition of Jewish sermon literature in the local language, thereby refuting the Prussian government’s rejection of German sermons in the synagogue as an innovation in the Jewish liturgy. The political motivation of this important work of scholarship is clearly expressed in Zunz’s introduction: “I appeal to authorities who recognize the prejudice and abuse, the expression of the truth, of justice; for where freedom, science, and civilization are fighting all around us for new foundations, the Jew is also allowed to lay claim to serious participation, to unrestricted rights. Or, because clericalism and inquisition, despotism and slavery, torture and censorship are gradually receding, must the arbitrariness of the rule of force and of the madness of the Middle Ages retain a dwelling-place only in laws regarding Jews?” It is high time, Zunz goes on, “that Jews in Europe, and especially in Germany, be granted right and freedom instead of rights and freedoms.”51 That scholarship was a means to be used in the battle for right and freedom was for him unquestionable: “Through greater intellectual culture and a more fundamental knowledge of their own affairs, Jews will gain a higher level of recognition, that is, full rights: and thus some errors of judgment in legislation, some prejudices against Jewish antiquity, and some condemnations of new efforts are a direct result of the desolate condition in which for about seventy years, namely in Germany, Jewish literature and scholarship have found themselves.”52

A few years after this publication, Zunz offered another important reply to a current political challenge. When the Prussians forbade by law the use of Christian proper names by Jews, Zunz was assigned by the Berlin Jewish community to write a study with the title Names of the Jews (Namen der Juden), in which he was to prove that there was a long tradition of “non-Jewish” names among Jews. After soberly listing the names that had been borne by Jews over the centuries and in differing places, the work ended with a kind of legal brief that tried to refute the Prussian proscription:


In recognition of that fidelity, Jews must never be forbidden these new names, even if they have not long since been in their lawful possession, and even if one were authorized to regard them as Christian property. Christianity is a doctrine and a spiritual conception that represents neither land, nor language, nor nation.… Therefore there is no Christian language, any more than there is a Mohammedan, monotheistic, or Lutheran language. Thus names always belong at first to a people and a language, never to a church and a dogma, never to this or that political or religious opinion. Consequently there are no Christian names.… German Jews have no other language, and so proper names belong to them just as lawfully as generic names, and only someone who is able to take the language away from them should forbid names.… What is the purpose of this jumble of documents, of this laborious battle for a right which only God, not humans, can grant? Body and soul, air and language, mind and sensibility remain the inalienable property of each individual. The possession of names, like the choice of names, is a sanctified right of parents and families upon which no legal document is entitled to infringe.53



The first Jewish writer of a multivolume work on Jewish history from biblical times down to the modern age, Isaak Markus Jost, a member of the association along with Zunz and Wolf, was quite aware of the fact that writing Jewish history meant engaging in a political battle against existing prejudices and for emancipation.54 In Jost’s History of the Israelites, which appeared between 1820 and 1828 (plus a final volume in 1846), the description of the legal status of Jews, particularly in German states, occupied a disproportionately large part. He repeatedly stressed the centrality of Germany in modern Jewish history as a whole, “because our fatherland is the true soil on which the modern history of the Israelites underwent and is still undergoing its essential development.… Germany’s rebirth at the same time gave it [Jewish history in general] life.”55

Like his predecessor Beer, Jost was also a passionate advocate for internal changes within Judaism. He willingly adopted Protestant biblical criticism and made himself a pioneer in criticism of the Talmud, which he recommended reading like any other literary product created by the hand of man. His criticism of the rabbis of later centuries, especially in the Ashkenazi realm, was more radical; he blamed them for intolerance and the degeneration of Jewish creativity.56 He explicitly found fault with the lamentable condition of German Jews in early modern times and called on Jews themselves to reform their religion.57 In earlier times, he argued, the Jews had no opportunity to create noble and beautiful things outside religion. However, in his view this situation had already changed significantly in the nineteenth century.58 With regard to eastern Europe he himself criticized the most respected authorities, such as the Pressburg rabbi Moses (“Hatam”) Sofer, who for him embodied the “torpor” of past ages.59 Some aspects of this critique become comprehensible when we keep in mind his early Jewish education, which he described as mindless and brutal: what the teacher “conveyed was mechanical drilling, and his means were crude words and the cane. I shudder when I look back on that time.”60

Jost made no attempt to conceal that as a historian, he had a duty to show his generation how Judaism should develop in the future, what elements should be disposed of, and which forms should be adopted. In doing so he fell into the same contradiction, even regarding his choice of words, as Immanuel Wolf, with his insistence that “scholarly research on Judaism must [decide] the worthiness or unworthiness of the Jews”: “It is high time to close the files on the worthiness or unworthiness of the Jews and of Judaism, and to begin investigating the phenomenon itself, its emergence and development, in order to determine its essence, and if it is found desirable to do so, to change it.”61 In view of his own experiences it is hardly surprising that he was an opponent of Orthodox Judaism. As Schorsch pointedly put it, “His history amounted to a pedantic and passionless plea for the interment of rabbinic Judaism.… It was Jost’s achievement to legitimize the program of total assimilation with an elaborate historical argument. Twenty-three hundred years of Jewish history were shown to be an egregious mistake, a period deformed by religious monstrosity.”62 Jost directed a second spear thrust against the continuing anti-Jewish prejudices among the Christian population that had prevented complete emancipation. What is more, he identified himself unconditionally with the battle for emancipation. He emphatically rejected the concept of the Jew and replaced it with Israelite—a term referring only to a religious denomination. According to Jost, German Jews had happily jettisoned every relic of earlier national characteristics and longing for a return to Palestine in favor of their German patriotism and effort to win civil rights. On this subject he wrote in 1828 that “educated Jews gladly sacrificed the advantages of their common but highly corrupted language to gain those of the nobler, more cultivated language of the country, their internal family and tribal allegiances to gain free access to world citizenship and the acquisition of the respect of others, and even the knowledge of the Jewish religion in order to adopt the superior rules of life connected with so-called worldly wisdom.”63 And two decades later, on the eve of the revolution of 1848, he noted: “They, who had earlier been proud of their isolation, almost delighting in their misery and favoring every way of cutting themselves off from the world, they were happy to be outside any legal jurisdiction, and to be able to enter into the traditional customs of the place where they lived. They feel themselves to be and know that they are members with equal rights in the states to which they belong, even if violence or law still represses them. Just as they once awaited the return to Palestine, now they await unconditional recognition of their civil rights.”64

In his search for historical precedents Jost identified the first pioneers of modern civil rights in the age of the founding of Alexandria: “There the Jews were granted civil rights, and their status was in every regard equal to that of the Greeks and Egyptians. They were distinguished from the Alexandrians not even in name. They gradually became so devoted to their land that although Judea and Egypt had common borders, and treachery was easy, they were still entrusted with important positions.”65 What reader in 1821 could fail to take into account his own situation when reading this description? Just as the loyalty of the Jews of Alexandria had been rewarded with full civil rights, the German Jews would receive the same reward. To reproach the Jews for having divided loyalties, Jost seems to be saying to non-Jewish opponents of emancipation, is now, in view of the lack of a Jewish state, still more erroneous than it was in the time in which Alexandrian citizens adhering to Judaism were respected even by the neighboring state of Judea. The German road to the emancipation of the Jews was for Jost already marked out in ancient Alexandria, whereas he equated the Polish rabbinical Judaism of his time, which he detested, with the closed and ossified Jewish community of ancient Palestine.66

When a few years after the publication of his first work he wrote his Allgemeine Geschichte der Israeliten (A General History of the Israelites), he began by noting the still-inadequate state of research on his subject: “That is why there are so many shallow, twisted, groundless prejudices for and against the Israelites themselves; that is why so many pointless, indeed counterproductive steps for the treatment of the Jews are taken by governments.”67 Here, historiography serves first of all the cause of enlightenment by shedding light on dark ideas about Judaism.

Jost played a leading role in Jewish historiography. The fact that during his lifetime he addressed an extremely limited public was not due to a general lack of interest in history but rather to his theses, which so radically challenged tradition. Thus his work was able to attract only 251 subscribers, while David Ottensooser’s History of the Jews (Geschichte der Jehudim), which also appeared in 1821, had 412 subscribers. In contrast to Jost, Ottensooser rejected the modern approach of Wissenschaft, clung to tradition, and did not question the biblical account of the creation of the world. He published his book in Hebrew characters, and found two-thirds of his readers in rural areas of Franconia and Swabia as well as islands of tradition such as Fürth and Frankfurt.68 Jost’s approach spread among younger readers even outside the cities, chiefly through Jewish schoolbooks written by Moses Elkan and Ephraim Willstätter toward the end of the 1830s.69

On the same basis as Jost—that is, with strong emphasis on the external aspects and especially the legal conditions of Jewish life—Selig Cassel (1821–92) wrote an article more than two hundred pages long about Jewish history for the respected encyclopedia of Johann Samuel Ersch and Johann Gottfried Gruber (1850), which was probably the best comprehensive work on Jewish culture published up to that point. For Cassel, as for Jost and Graetz, Jewish history in the modern era was above all western and central European history, whereas in the Middle Ages the high point was found on the Iberian Peninsula. On the other hand, he had nothing but scorn for the Jewish culture of North Africa. The following remark of his is characteristic of Jewish historiography in the nineteenth century: “The crudest, dullest image of Jewish life in the realm of Islam, however, is provided by the history of the North African states.… Its history, if we except its culture and literature, has nowhere less wavering, alternation, ebb and flow in joy and suffering than here. The monotone steadiness of Oriental life rests on it from the beginning.”70

So far as the description of Jewish life in Europe was concerned, Cassel took a position still stronger than Jost’s in denying everything national, representing the Jews of postbiblical times as a purely religious community in the contexts of their respective national surroundings. In 1855, Cassel himself converted to Protestantism, worked as a librarian and a secondary school teacher, and entered the Reichstag as a member of the Conservative Party. Using the new first name of Paulus, he served for more than twenty years as a preacher in the Berlin Church of Christ and was considered the most successful Jewish missionary of his time. Nevertheless, in 1890, after twenty-three years as a missionary to the Jews, he finally had to resign his position, probably because of his vehement defense of the Jews against antisemitic attacks. By that time his historical writings had already been forgotten.71

The historical works among the maskilim of eastern Europe in the first half of the nineteenth century generally continued to be more traditionally oriented than those of their neighbors to the west. Shalom Hacohen (1771–1845), who was the editor of the periodical Ha-me’assef (Collector) between 1808 and 1811, devoted various contributions to the history of the Babylonians and wrote the first modern history composed in Hebrew of the expulsion of the Jews from Spain. His work Kore ha-dorot (The Caller of the Generations, 1838) is an abbreviated adaptation of Jost’s history, although with crucial alterations. Particularly in passages that a more traditional reading public would find provocative, Hacohen adapts to the social consensus. The same holds for Isaak Baer Levinsohn (1788–1860), whose book Beyt Yehuda (The House of Judah) was written in 1827–28 but published only a decade later. Levinsohn’s tone is more cautious than Jost’s. Neither Hacohen nor Levinsohn were iconoclasts, but they both also used Jewish history as a double-edged sword. Internally they wanted to take up arms on behalf of the Haskala, and externally they wanted to convey a positive image of Judaism.72

Jewish Religious History as Counterhistory

On another level, Abraham Geiger led the battle for the recognition of Judaism using scholarly means. His conception of Jewish history as purely intellectual or literary history may be explained by the fact that he was first of all a theologian and the cofounder of Liberal Judaism, which promoted religious reforms. As a rabbi in Wiesbaden, Breslau, Frankfurt am Main, and Berlin, and also as the editor of two Jewish prayer books, he was a practical man. At the same time he made his name as an expert on Islam with his 1833 dissertation, “What Did Mohammed Take from Judaism?” (Was hat Mohammed aus dem Judenthume aufgenommen?). In his most important work, Urschrift und Übersetzung der Bibel, 1857 (The Original Text and Translation of the Bible), Geiger introduced the methods of Protestant biblical criticism into Wissenschaft des Judentums. Finally, his studies on Jesus, whom he described, to the dismay of Christian theologians, as a pharisaical Jew, were to make him known if not always liked far beyond Jewish milieus.

Geiger’s view that early Christianity had distorted Jesus’s teaching, and that in subsequent centuries Christians had completely departed from his conceptions, alienated his Christian contemporaries, as much as his conviction that the Talmud distorted true Jewish doctrine provoked many of his own coreligionists.73 Whereas Zunz and Jost sought to correct specific legal disadvantages, Geiger’s scholarly work was directed toward a different goal. He tried to prove that the two great world religions, Christianity and Islam, were constructed on the basis of Judaism, and that both the Koran and the New Testament had borrowed heavily from Jewish rabbinical literature. For Geiger, Judaism represented a truly new form of religion, whereas Christianity and Islam were only derivatives from it. He was probably well aware of how provocative Christians would find the conclusion at which his studies arrived: “Christianity and Islam have the outward form of Judaism … without establishing a new religion.”74

Geiger’s new historical approach was a direct reaction to the theological anti-Judaism of the nineteenth century. In particular, he fought against the popular distinction between the Old Testament God of wrath and the New Testament God of love, the generally negative representation of both ancient and modern Judaism, and the proselytizing enterprises of Christian theologians. Whereas “Pharisee” was used by Christians as term of abuse, Geiger sought, to the annoyance of Christian theologians, to present Jesus as a Pharisee. According to Geiger, Jesus was a faithful Jew who observed the prescriptions of the law. In complete opposition to the medieval Jewish tradition, which saw Jesus as a traitor and deceiver, and also to Jost’s early works (though not to his later work of 1857), Geiger’s criticism was directed against the apostles and not against the person of Jesus.75 In his view, the Apostles were the ones who had carried out the break with Judaism.

As Susannah Heschel in her study on Geiger makes clear, the representatives of Wissenschaft des Judentums should be regarded not only as apologists for emancipation but as critics of the values current in the nineteenth-century German academic system as well. “The gaze of historical theology was Christian; the ordering of history, the questions that were raised, the evidence examined, all revolved around the central issue, explaining the rise of Christianity,” observes Heschel.76 Drawing on Edward Said, according to whom the Western construction of “Orientalism” is to be traced back to European scholarship on Islam, Heschel understands the new way of viewing Jewish sources and also the inclusion of Islamic culture primarily by German Jewish scholars as a “revolt of the colonized against Christian hegemony.”77 In no other representative of Wissenschaft des Judentums is this more apparent than in Geiger, whose counterhistory produced outrage among Christians. By reading the sources of his opponents against the grain (“gegen den Strich”) he tried to defeat anti-Jewish elements in German scholarship with their own weapons.78

Geiger was both one of the main pillars of the Jewish Reform movement in Germany and one of the most important representatives of Wissenschaft des Judentums. He was not always able to separate these two sides of his activity, and did not always regard such a separation as ideal. Instead, he considered history, as did many of his cocombatants, as the foundation on which his theological practice should progress: “History and criticism … is therefore the primary scholarly task of the present time, without which a thriving practice is not imaginable.” Specifically, for Geiger this meant that he was, as he himself said, “always trying to work with the inner core and from it draw results for reform.”79

Like Jost, and even more vehemently than the latter, Geiger insisted that postbiblical Jewish history lacked a political history and as a consequence Jewish historiography was first of all intellectual history. It should not “deal with external history, since the latter has no organic context, is a mere aggregate, and therefore resists even the most skillful treatment.”80 Thus for Geiger, external history is to be dealt with as simply part of the history of the peoples among whom Jews lived. This conception was later vehemently contested by Dubnow and especially Zionist historians, who were fond of referring to the “organic” nature of Jewish history and therefore sought to prove that there was a unified national Jewish life under the most diverse kinds of domination.

By seeking to establish a continuous development and reform of the Jewish religion historically, Geiger breaks with some aspects of the traditional Jewish view of history, probably most obviously with his assessment of the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 CE. Whereas in traditional Judaism this is commemorated as the greatest tragedy of Jewish history and was lamented by Zionist historians as the downfall of ancient Jewish statehood, for the religious reformers it was the founding act of a modern religion freed from the bonds of animal sacrifice and connection with a specific place. For historians who identified with Reform ideas, a more decisive act in the survival of Judaism after the destruction of the Second Temple was the founding of an academy in Yavneh by Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakai, who according to legend had himself carried out of Jerusalem in a coffin during the Roman siege of the city. Henceforth, it was through study that Judaism was supposed to have been kept alive and to defy any physical force.81 Geiger drew a distinction between the Jews as a people and a religious community. In postbiblical times, he thought, they were only the latter. Here too, we discern a political goal, for only as a religious minority—and not, for example, as a people—could Jews be integrated into the various nations in the course of emancipation. Geiger considered the dissolution of national elements and the dissemination among all peoples as the mission of modern Judaism to spread pure monotheism throughout the world.82

He was surely not alone in holding this view. Jost, for instance, commented on the Romans’ destruction of the Second Temple as follows: “Thus the embers consuming the remains of the Temple became the dawn-glow of the Jewish religion, and the storms that scattered the people in all directions became the heralds of a new creation, a share of whose blessings was soon received by all receptive peoples.”83 In another passage we read, “The nation had to fall, it was an earthly, transitory structure; the community arose again, it was a spiritual whole.”84

The destruction of the Temple was a crucial factor in the Jews’ mission among other peoples. The religious Reform movement regarded the spread of the idea of monotheism as an important task of Jewish life—a task that could not be completed within a narrow statehood but instead presupposed diaspora as a way of life. It is precisely this, argued historians associated with this notion, that distinguishes Jewish history from that of other nations and religious communities.

Samuel Bäck (1834–1912), whose one-volume Jewish history appeared in 1878 and was later reedited by his son Leo Baeck, considered the tragedy to be above all a liberation: “And after the restricting fetters of political ambition had been broken, the spirit of Judaism was able to develop all the more purely and richly.” Whereas Yohanan ben Zakai and his companions were praised for having borne “the shattering of their state with tranquility and resignation,” and sacrificing political independence for the sake of maintaining and renewing their religion, the image given of the Bar Kokhba political activists, whose resistance ended in a traumatic defeat, seems considerably more negative.85

Like Geiger, Moritz Lazarus (1824–1903), the founder of folk psychology and a professor of philosophy in Berlin, rejected the existence of a unified postbiblical Jewish history. In 1900 he gave a speech on the subject, “What Do Jewish History and Literature Mean, and Why Are They Studied?” in which he insisted that after the destruction of the Second Temple, there was no Jewish history as such, but only a history of Jews and Judaism. “We are living through Prussian history, German history, French history; we are members, parts of these nations; that is the historical life, which we feel and live for our part as Jews. —But there is no longer any Jewish history.” Mere suffering, Lazarus maintained, still produces no common history, while “historical action ceased with the end of independent statehood.86

The religious reformers were not the only representatives of German Judaism who tried to put scholarship in the service of religion. One of the characteristics of the modern Orthodoxy that arose in the mid-nineteenth century in reaction to the religious Reform movement was its openness toward worldly education and culture, academic scholarship, and university study. The limits of openness were, however, clearly set. Criticism of texts that were regarded as divinely inspired seemed as disturbing to its representatives as did the fact that not only radical reformers like Beer but also moderate representatives of research on Judaism like Zunz spoke out harshly against Talmudic studies and “rabbinism.” There was general agreement that Jewish scholarship could not operate under the aegis of Orthodoxy and remain value-free or presuppositionless. But was it permissible to use the methods of secular scholarship in order to propagate Orthodoxy’s goals?87 In particular, the founder of modern Orthodoxy, the Frankfurt rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch (1808–88), tolerated no compromises with regard to the relativization of sacred sources, including rabbinical literature. Nonetheless, he tried, at least within his circle, to give centuries-old traditional study a modern appearance. While strongly attacking Wissenschaft des Judentums and insisting on the obligation to believe, he called for a Jewish scholarship that could be justified only if its goal was to increase the understanding of Jewish life. “In accord with this goal, everything connected to it [Wissenschaft des Judentums] is to bear the stamp of responsible research and well-informed scholarship, while bringing in the most attractive form the results of research, the fruits of scholarly thought for life, to an educated readership.” The “spirit of the Jewish view of the world” was as much a part of the task his periodical Jeschurun set itself as was the description of institutions resting on the foundation of the Jewish law.88 Scholarship could not be an end in itself; instead, it must serve to strengthen religious life.

More moderate Orthodox rabbis like the founder of the Berlin Orthodox Rabbinical Seminary, Esriel Hildesheimer (1820–99), who had studied with Ranke and used modern scholarly methods to defend Jewish traditions, were more committed to the idea of scholarship, but they too recognized clear limits when the divine origin of either the Bible or the Talmud was called into doubt.89 Hildesheimer’s rabbinical seminary in Berlin produced a series of important critical texts of rabbinical manuscripts and studies on modern history. In periodicals such as the Magazin für jüdische Geschichte und Literatur (Journal for Jewish History and Literature, 1874–93) and in the Jewish Literary Association (founded in 1902), we can see how this new Orthodox conception of scholarship had to tread a narrow path of observing academic standards without harming religious dogmas.90

Positive-Historical Judaism, later also called Conservative Judaism, adopted a median position between Reform and Orthodoxy. Its leader was Rabbi Zacharias Frankel (1801–75), the founder of both the new discipline’s most important periodical (Monatsschrift für Geschichte und Wissenschaft des Judenthums, 1851) and the first modern rabbinical seminary in Germany (the Jewish Theological Seminary, opened in Breslau in 1854). Although Frankel had great respect for rabbinical tradition, he doubted that all the Mishna’s laws were divine in origin. Like countless other representatives of Wissenschaft des Judentums, Frankel thought he could combine an objective, scholarly perspective with the defense of Jewish belief. Wissenschaft des Judentums, Frankel maintained, could lead to a “perfect knowledge” about Jews and Judaism. In fact, Frankel went so far as to define Wissenschaft des Judentums as a “scholarship of belief”: Judaism “calls for research, for thought, it does not want spiritual darkness, and—this is its pride—it does not need to be afraid of scholarship; but first comes belief: it is the banner, the guide, and it constantly changes in light of the Eternal.”91 With the exception of part of Orthodoxy, the representatives of all the religious trends within German Judaism agreed that scholarship could help sustain Judaism. They set different limits for themselves, and only a few allowed the true core, the Hebrew Bible, to become the target of historical criticism.

In a stimulating article, historian Michael Meyer asked whether the goal of Wissenschaft des Judentums was first of all scholarship or Judaism.92 Although it is clear that both were dear to the hearts of most of these scholars, there were differences in emphasis: whereas theologians like Geiger or Frankel laid the greatest weight on the revival of Judaism through scholarship, scholars operating outside the theological spectrum, such as Zunz or, still more extreme, Steinschneider, were most interested in making scholarship flourish with the help of Judaism. However, despite all their differences, the political ambitions of Zunz, Jost, Geiger, and other representatives of Wissenschaft des Judentums coincided in one respect: they vehemently demanded the inclusion of the study of Judaism in the university framework. As a part of the emancipation of Jews, the study of Jews also had to be emancipated. Geiger’s attempt to found a faculty of Jewish theology, whose creation he urged, for instance, in a text written in 1838, and the application that Zunz submitted to the Prussian ministry of religion ten years later, proposing that a professorship of Jewish history and literature be established, failed, as did similar attempts made in German universities during the whole of the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth.93 The academic study of Jewish history remained confined for the most part to seminars devoted to the training of rabbis, while from the mid-nineteenth century on, readers’ associations, libraries, book clubs, and periodicals disseminated historical literature on Judaism.94

One Religion among Numerous Nations

Germany was the homeland of Wissenschaft des Judentums, and remained its center well into the twentieth century. However, within a single generation, among Europe’s other Jewish communities, scholarly work on their own past spread quickly. This section will offer examples showing how the history of the Jews was used as a weapon in the battle for religious reform and emancipation in other countries. In doing so, historians emphasized the special importance for Jewish history of the respective national contexts: the French used the Revolution as the starting point for Jewish modernity, the British insisted on their history of tolerance toward Jews, and Hungary constructed particularly deep roots of Magyar-Jewish coexistence.

In nineteenth-century France, Jewish historians no longer needed to battle for emancipation, since despite some later setbacks, equal rights had already become a reality in 1790 or 1791, as one of the achievements of the Revolution.95 But even in France, though under different conditions than in Germany and in a different social structure, in the nineteenth century Jewish historiography was put in the service of the ideology of emancipation—if not as part of a struggle for a still-distant goal, then at least as an effort to preserve what had been accomplished. This included representing Jewish history of the modern age as the history of a religious denomination, the Jews as French patriots, and the Revolution as the culmination of the history of humanity as well as Jewish history.96

The writings of one of the most remarkable figures in nineteenthcentury French Jewry, the noted historian of religion Joseph Salvador (1796–1873), spread the notion that the doctrines of the French Revolution had taken their inspiration from the ancient Mosaic legal system. In his view, the latter contained a democratic social contract based on the separation of powers that provided the starting point for the struggle against reactionary kings and clerics.97 Similar trains of thought are found in the first French Jewish author of a modern history of the Jews, the Saint-Simonian Léon Halévy (1802–83), a brother of the opera composer Jacques Fromental Halévy. In his 1825 Brief History of the Ancient Jews (Résumé de l’histoire des Juifs anciens), it is not difficult to discern his ideological positions. His apology for the republic also characterizes his perspective on the past: “The government of Israel, as it was introduced by Moses, was a republic without a king; but its king was God.”98

Three years later, when he published his Brief History of the Modern Jews (Résumé de l’histoire des Juifs modernes), the relationship to the present was even more obvious. In this work, based above all on the works of Christian scholars such as Basnage, Halévy, like his German colleagues, supported the Reform efforts within Judaism. As for Beer, Jost, or Geiger, for him too the Judaism that had originated in the Orient had to adapt to the new circumstances of the time in Europe. Like French proponents of emancipation, Halévy took for granted the necessity of changing Jewish rites and practices. Admittedly, he was at least as enthusiastic about the achievements of the French Revolution. The goals achieved in France allowed him to look on the rest of Europe with confidence. The spread of the French Revolution’s goals would bring with it the final liberation of the Jews from their shackles, and “ensure the victory of intelligence over violence and create the foundations for a universal morality.”99 Halévy left no doubt about the goal of his own work: “It will certainly be [useful] insofar as I will have proved to the fanatic Christians (if there still remain any) or to the unenlightened Christians (which is more common) that the Jews are not only men, but useful, active men, with a distinguished character, worthy of liberty, and who have done much for it; and to the Jews, that if time grants them new rights, it also imposes upon them new duties.”100 Like the founders of German Wissenschaft des Judentums, Halévy used scholarship as a double-edged sword: on the one hand, in fighting for equal rights, and on the other hand, for reforming the Jewish religion, which Halévy regarded as “too Asiatic for European nations.”101

Just as German Jewish historians considered the history of Germany’s Jews to be central to modern Jewish history, Jewish historians beyond the Rhine exaggerated the importance of the French experience of Jewish history. For Lion Mayer Lambert (1787–1862), the chief rabbi of Metz and the author of a history of the Jews “From Abraham down to 1840,” the French government’s decision in 1830 to provide rabbis with financial support was “the greatest act of justice that the Hebrews had obtained since the destruction of the Second Temple.”102 For later chroniclers like Maurice Bloch, “the time of the Messiah had come with the French Revolution,” and Isidore Cahen saw in the Revolution “the second law of Sinai.”103

The best known of the French Jewish historians at the end of the nineteenth century, Théodore Reinach (1860–1928), a professor of classical archaeology at the École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales, endorsed in his Histoire des Israélites (1884) the widely held view according to which centuries of oppression had caused Jews to degenerate morally and physically, and that only “tolerance and equal rights would again make them into men worthy of a place among the best and most useful citizens.”104 Reinach also took a position on the issue of religious development. According to his historical interpretation, “The purely ceremonial laws [are] simple pious practices of only limited religious value that have their analogues in other religions. They are alien to the religion of the prophets itself, and in the past they played a valuable role as protective shells around dangerous thoughts.” In the age of Enlightenment, however, ceremonial law dissolves by itself, because it has lost its original meaning. The Jews have ceased to constitute a nation and are only members of a religious denomination whose patriotism is in no way inferior to that of their Christian contemporaries.105

Similar assessments are found in the work of James Darmesteter (1849–94), a professor of Iranian culture at the Collège de France and the author of a Philosophy of the History of the Jewish People, and Léon Kahn (1851–1900), the general secretary of the Paris Consistory and the author of a history of Paris’s Jews during the Revolution: with the dawn of the revolutionary age, an oppressed minority of pariahs experienced a process of bodily and spiritual renewal. Because of their exemplary behavior during the Revolution, Kahn argues, Jews proved that they were worthy of emancipation. Michael Marrus summarizes the position of all these authors as follows: “The work of these historians was the work of assimilation. Not only did their histories point the way to ending the idea of the dispersed nation, not only did they magnify beyond the point of distortion the significance of the Revolution of 1789, they also merged the very history of the Jews with the history of French civilization.”106

A further example of Jewish historical writing under the aegis of the battle for emancipation is provided by the accounts of the history of the Jews in Hungary published during the nineteenth century. They emphasized the deep roots of Jews in the Magyar area and painted a generally harmonious image of Jewish-Hungarian coexistence over the centuries.

In his many writings on the history of Jews in Hungary, the pioneer of Hungarian Jewish historiography, Leopold Löw (1811–75), argued that in the Middle Ages, the lot of Jews had been significantly better than in western Europe. The Hungarian rulers, he said, had shown themselves relatively tolerant with regard to the Jews.107 Like many of his German Jewish colleagues, in both the external battle for emancipation and the internal debates between reformers and representatives of Orthodoxy, Löw took a position in favor of the former.108 In his first major work on this theme, published in 1846–47, he already made his position clear. Beginning with the granting of rights to Jews in the Middle Ages, Löw pointed to the contrast between the favorable conditions in Hungary and the discriminatory practices in German states. Whereas in the German Reich they were regarded as chattels owned by the king, whom “the Reich could sell or pledge forever or temporarily,” in Hungary the laws showed “that at this time Jewish Hungarian residents enjoyed the rights of free, indigenous residents.”109

In his observations on modern history, Löw gave special attention to the struggle of Hungarian Jews for emancipation. He never grew tired of emphasizing that the reproach that Jews adhered first of all to their own nationality was erroneous: “Through their spokesmen, Jews have hundreds of times declared and repeated that they are not a nation, but a religious community, and that they are absorbed into the nationalities of the nations in which they happen to live.” As a historian, Löw wanted to show that this obligation of nationality was not at all a “result of the modern emancipation movement.” According to Löw, ancient Jewish history was already a perfect example of assimilation to the surrounding populations. After they came into contact with the Assyrians and the Chaldeans, the Jews adopted their nationality and language, and received civil rights in return. “And this phenomenon was repeated in all countries in all periods.”110 In this connection it may not be irrelevant that Löw—like many nineteenth-century Hungarian Jewish rabbis and scholars—came from Moravia and therefore had a double obligation to prove his loyalty to Hungary. When he moved to Hungary in 1840, he spoke no Hungarian, but four years later, as chief rabbi he gave a sermon in Hungarian.111

The second generation of Hungarian Jewish historians—for instance, those gathered around the national rabbinical seminary founded in 1877 or the Israelite-Hungarian Literary Society—saw itself as Löw’s successors, but nonetheless sought to achieve a broader scholarly basis. The Monumenta Hungariae Judaica was perhaps this generation’s most important product. Historians of the second generation, such as Sámuel Kohn (1840–1920), who had studied with Graetz in Breslau and later became the chief rabbi of Pest, pushed still further the thesis that Hungarian Jews had been integrated into Hungarian society. Kohn even proposed that Jews and Magyars shared a common origin. In the early Middle Ages, he claimed, part of the Khazar tribes that had converted to Judaism, the Khabars, joined the Hungarian people and together they settled the Carpathian region. According to this view, at least some of the Hungarian Jews were therefore descendants of these “original Hungarians.”112 This theory, which found no support among scholars, was supposed to prove an ancient connection between Jews and Hungarians. According to Kohn, Jews were always better off in Hungary than in any other country of the region.113

Until well into the twentieth century, this Romantic, optimistic vision in Hungarian Jewish historiography could claim that Jews were an integral part of the oldest Hungarian history and expressed themselves in the voice of religious reform. Little room remained here for critical remarks.114 Only toward the end of the twentieth century did historians gain sufficient distance to conclude that Hungarian-Jewish historiography had from the outset a well-defined political goal: not merely to describe historical events, but also to justify integration.115

In Bohemia, the historian Marcus Fischer went so far as to write a false chronicle of the Bohemian Jews from the thirteenth to the eighteenth centuries. With the help of this forgery, the so-called Ramshak Chronicle, he tried to prove that Jews had roots in Bohemia, and even supported the first efforts of a Czech nationalist movement by emphasizing the good relationships between Jews and Czechs during the Hussite Revolt. Fischer also claimed that there had been a Czech Jewish community alongside a German and Sephardic one in medieval Prague.116

Similarly, in the second half of the nineteenth century, historians sought to support the emancipation of Jews in Russia by showing that they had sunk deep roots in Russian soil. A few of these historians pointed to the Russian Jews’ Slavic origins and claimed, like Halévy, that they had originally spoken Slavic languages. Others tried to show that the Russian Jews were descended from Khazars converted to Judaism and did not emigrate to Russia at all. Still others dated their presence in the Caucasus as far back as the destruction of the First Temple, or reconstructed, like Abraham Firkovitch in his studies (which were later shown to have been based partly on documents he had forged), an original settlement in southern Russia of a community of Karaites who did not adhere to the Talmud. All these legends about the founding of communities had the secondary effect of preventing the suspicion of “Christ killing” from falling on local Jewish communities, since according to them their ancestors had lived in Europe long before Jesus.117 However, they also and especially served the emancipation of the Jews. If the latter had so long made their homes on Russian soil, then they had a natural right to an improvement of their legal situation. Thus, in the second half of the nineteenth century the legal history of the Jews acquired a central place in Russian Jewish historiography. Its declared goal was to prove that only legal discrimination stood in the way of the desired assimilation of the Jews. Remarkably enough, alongside the Jewish journalist I. G. Orshanski, it was a non-Jewish historian, Sergei Bershadski (1850–96), who distinguished himself through a multitude of works. In his opinion, it was primarily the ignorance of the Russian population that hindered the integration of the Jews. Bershadski, who had become acquainted with an enlightened Jewish population group while he was studying in Odessa, wanted his publications to help remove this obstacle.118

In Poland, the historian Hilary (Hillel) Nussbaum (1820–95) not only preached Polish-Jewish symbiosis as a model for the future but also saw it as having been realized in the present.119 Nussbaum’s goal of “Polishizing” the Jews and rejecting Orthodoxy was manifested in many of his writings. Thus in his work Polish rabbis seemed to operate out of the darkness of superstition. In the autonomy of Jewish communities, he saw a “cancerous growth that destroyed and continues to destroy the organization of Polish Jewry.”120 However, his chief battle was fought against Hasidism, which he condemned as a failed attempt at reforming the domination of the rabbis and sought to fight by means of historiography.121 His younger colleague, Alexander Kraushar (1843–1931), who converted to Catholicism in 1895, had written an initial comprehensive history in 1865–66 of Jews in Poland, while he was still a student, and (like another convert, Ludwik Gumplowicz, in his legal history of the Jews in Poland published in 1867) defended the assimilation of Polish Jews. They all blamed not only ecclesiastical prescriptions but also Talmudic laws and the rabbis for maintaining separatist religious laws.122 Kraushar took part in the January Uprising of 1863 and urged the use of radical means for the complete assimilation of the Jews. His most important work was no doubt his History of the Frankist Messianic Sects, an account of the sects founded by Jakob Frank that had converted to Catholicism in eighteenthcentury Poland.123 As Kraushar explained in his foreword, this work was also intended to have a political function: to convince Polish readers that the descendants of the generation of Frankists who converted to Catholicism were “true and faithful Christians and citizens of their country.”124

In concluding this chapter, let us now return to western Europe.125 During the nineteenth century there was only a small Jewish community in England, going back to the seventeenth century and the readmission of the Jews under Oliver Cromwell, after almost four centuries during which no Jews had lived in the country. Their history in modern England is, in comparison with other European countries, largely free of persecution and marked by increasing assimilation.126 When British Jewish historians began to study the history of the Jews in England, it was easy for them to describe it as characterized by tolerance. At first, their books were located in the area between fiction and historiography. Among these authors was Benjamin Disraeli’s father, Isaac Disraeli (1766–1848), who complained in his book The Genius of Judaism that the history of the Jews had too long been written by their opponents. Grace Aguilar (181647) presented a similar argument; in her work she also discussed the immigration of Spanish and Portuguese Jews into England, which was for her “the blessed land.”127

Toward the end of the nineteenth century, the scholarly rigor of the methods used by English Jewish historians increased, but their fundamentally patriotic attitude persisted. The 250th anniversary of the readmission of the Jews under Cromwell was celebrated by English Jewish historians in 1894. During the whole of the nineteenth century, they pointed out that it was the expulsion of the Jews from Spain and a resettlement of part of them in England that had allowed the United Kingdom to outstrip Spain both economically and politically. Lucien Wolf (1857–1930), one of the most important spokesmen of British Jewry at the turn of the twentieth century, still vehemently maintained that although British Jews had not produced any important rabbis or cultural figures, they had played a crucial role in Britain’s rise to the rank of a great world power.128 Wolf made himself one of the driving forces behind the professionalization of English Jewish historiography, above all by organizing the Anglo-Jewish Historical Exhibition of 1887, and six years later founding the Jewish Historical Society of England, of which he was for a long time the president.129

The Jewish Historical Society of England’s chief goal was to show the contribution that British Jews had made to the well-being of their country and thereby to decrease antisemitism. Nonetheless, here as well the postulate was objectivity. Thus, the British Jewish historian Israel Abrahams (1858–1925) argued, in the positivist context of his time, that history “is a branch of science, and its methods must be severely scientific—critical, systematic, minutely analytical of sources.… The new theory of History proclaims that laxity in dealing with evidence is criminal, and that the only end to be aimed at is scrupulous conformity to the fact.… An historical society must necessarily range itself with the new objective theory of historical science, and must leave to individuals the formation of a subjective philosophy of history.”130

In his analysis, Mitchell Hart nevertheless comes to the conclusion that the Jewish Historical Society of England had worked out “an Anglo-Jewish history of progress” that led from the readmission through the emancipation edict to tolerance and the integration of the Jews into civil society, and whose intonation was oriented by the liberal tradition.131

In the United States, Charles Gross, a historian at Harvard University, tried to put the foundation of the American Jewish Historical Society in 1892 in the service of the integration of American Jews: “The object of this society will be to reveal what the Jews have done. It will certainly be made evident that the Jews of this country have been ready to offer up life and fortune for this country.… If we can once make that plain through the researches of the society it seems to me we will accomplish a great deal to elevate the position of the Jews in America and to dispel prejudice.”132 The society’s first president, Oscar Straus, always emphasized the importance of the role played by American Jews in the construction of the country, and compared the achievements of the Marranos driven out of the Iberian Peninsula with those of the Pilgrims. In this connection, he commissioned the German Jewish historian Moritz Kayserling to write a history of the Jews’ participation in the discovery of America, adding the express wish that this study “bring to light the extent to which our race had a direct part and share with Columbus in the discovery of our Continent.”133 This would represent an “answer for all time to come to any antisemitic tendencies in this country which doubtless will come to the surface sooner or later by reason of the large Russian immigration to our country.” With this and similar statements, American Jewish historians tried to counter the objection that Jews had come to the United States too late to contribute to its development.

A century after Mendelssohn’s death, the lack of interest in history expressed by the Berlin philosopher was no longer characteristic of the following generation. In the mid-nineteenth century, Cassel had already clearly stated how much Judaism now appealed precisely to its history (see the quotation at the beginning of this chapter). And at the end of the century still more explicit statements appeared in the most important German Jewish newspaper, the Allgemeine Zeitung des Judenthums: “History is Judaism’s sanctuary.… It dignifies its existence and … constitutes an essential foundation for its doctrine.”134

The Wissenschaft des Judentums of the nineteenth century has provided down to the present day the foundation for research on the Jewish past. Over the succeeding generations, writers on Jewish history built their structures of ideas on this base. The “founders of the discipline” produced numerous important scholarly works that lived on beyond their own period. At the same time, however, they shaped a scholarly discipline that used the weapons of historiography to elaborate new Jewish  identities. All over Europe, during the nineteenth century historiography was part of the battle among Jews for their emancipation, their identification with their respective nation-states, and their striving for religious reform. What for Jews had earlier been one Jewish history was now transformed by historians into several Jewish histories in the respective national contexts.

At the same time, during the second half of the nineteenth century a new variant of Jewish historiography developed that put passionate emphasis on the existence of a unified Jewish national history. Its beginnings are found in the work of the most important Jewish historian of the nineteenth century, Heinrich Graetz.
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Fig. 2.1 Max Liebermann, The Twelve-Year-Old Jesus in the Temple, 1879. (Top) Oil on canvas. Hamburg Art Museum. akg-images. (Bottom) Chalk drawing, Kupferstichkabinett, Berlin National Museums. Photo credit: Bildarchiv Preussischer Kulturbesitz/Art Resource, NY.
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