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Preface 
 
 
This volume grew out of a conference on “Jewish Émigrés and the Shaping of Postwar 
Culture,” organized by the Triangle Intellectual History Seminar and the Duke-UNC Jewish 
Studies Seminar to commemorate the late Lilian Renée Furst (1931-2009), the Marcel 
Bataillon Professor of Comparative Literature at the University of North Carolina, Chapel 
Hill.  The conference was held at the National Humanities Center on April 3, 2011.  Furst 
grew up in Vienna, and emigrated with her parents to England, via Belgium, after the German 
annexation of Austria in 1938.  The family spent World War II in Manchester, England.  Furst 
earned her BA in Modern Languages from the University of Manchester and went on to 
Cambridge to complete a doctorate in German in 1957.  She taught for more than a decade at 
Queen’s University in Belfast, and then became the head of the Comparative Literature 
Program in Manchester. After her mother passed away in 1969, she moved with her father to 
the U.S., and taught in several programs, holding, among others, visiting appointments in 
leading universities.  She ended up, in 1986, at the University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill, where she taught until her retirement in 2005.  Brought up in a traditional Jewish family, 
Furst was never a practicing Jew, or a member of the Jewish community, but she retained a 
robust sense of her Jewish identity and fate.  An intellectual adventurer, whose work tied 
together diverse academic cultures and national literatures, Furst found no intellectual home. 
In Home is Somewhere Else:  An Autobiography in Two Voices (1994), she paired her 
memories of emigrating from Austria to England with those of her father.  The Autobiography 
became the most widely read of her more than twenty books, which ranged from 
Romanticism and Naturalism to illness in modern literature. 
 
Furst’s story is one of a generation of Central European émigrés who became the makers of 
postwar culture, and of the alienation from home and nation that was the source of their 
innovation.  She was a pioneer of comparative literary studies, and hoped that U.S. academic 
life would help her break out of the confines of national culture she experienced in Austria 
and even in Britain.  She broke through professionally, but, personally, the U.S. academy 
never became a home.  After her father passed away in 1983, a group of friends, students, and 
a family of teddy bears she collected and named were her closest company.  A genetic illness, 
impacting also her vision, made her final years difficult, but she carried through with her 
usual dignity and good humor.  She was buried next to her father according to Jewish rite but 
without a funeral.  This writer may be the single reciter of kadish and yizkor after her. 
 
The nexus between innovative intellectual contributions and the émigré experience was at the 
center of the conference in Furst’s memory. European Jewish émigrés from Nazi Germany 
and Europe have become in the last two decades a major interdisciplinary research field, and 
their contributions to twentieth-century culture are well known.  This conference focused on 
the émigrés’ role in the formation of postwar trans-Atlantic culture.  We asked:  How, why, 



and in what fashion did émigré dislocation, identity dilemmas, and Holocaust experience 
shape intellectual paths and utopias promising new homes that have, ironically, become 
highlights of European culture?  We were mindful that we needed to explore religion and 
ethnicity among mostly secular intellectuals, who often no longer identified themselves as 
Jewish.  We anticipated receiving a range of answers to the “Jewish Question”:  a series of 
explorations of the Jewish European disaster, ending with portrayals of prospective new 
homes, whether in Europe, the U.S. or Israel, whether on Popper’s model of an Open Society, 
or on Furst’s model of home is somewhere else.  Unexpectedly, the vision of Judeo-Christian 
civilization emerged as a focal interest for participants, reflecting the contemporary European 
search for identity and the historical interest in Jewish Catholics.  We hope that we have 
provided in this volume new ways for understanding religion and ethnicity among the Jewish 
émigrés, and new directions for searching for the émigré impact on the shaping of postwar 
culture. 
 
David Kettler and Volker Meja’s essay on sociologist Karl Mannheim pointedly raises the 
question bedeviling émigré scholars:  Mannheim made social location determinative of 
ideology yet he never contemplated that his own Jewish origins had a role in shaping his 
sociology of knowledge.  How does one illuminate the impact of unacknowledged, and even 
rejected Jewishness?  Kettler and Meja use the assimilation theory advanced by Mannheim’s 
student, historian Jacob Katz, to explain Mannheim’s ideal of a “free floating intelligentsia.”  
Assimilation consisted, among others, in the formation of groups of intellectuals who 
relinquished their particular (religious) identities, at least in public debate.  Mannheim was 
committed to such groups, to intellectuals bracketing their own (Jewish) identities, so they can 
negotiate among ideological standpoints.  Writers in this volume deploy diverse stratagems in 
attempts to decode elusive Jewishness that is neither religious nor ethnic or national nor 
entirely a product of antisemites marking assimilated Jews as Jewish.   
 
Daniel Bessner’s essay on the New School for Social Research queries the silence of both its 
founder, Alvin Johnson, and the émigrés appointed as faculty on their Jewish origin.  The 
University in Exile accepted more German and European exiles than any other American 
institution of higher education, yet the most open statement on their background insisted that 
“a full one third had no Jewish blood.”  Bessner suggests that shared transnational interests 
and cosmopolitan values created a common academic agenda for American progressives and 
German-Jewish intellectuals.  They knew all too well that this agenda was only marginally 
acceptable to current antisemitic academic culture and preferred not to burden it with the 
Jewish Question.  American progressives helped Jews wishing to escape their Jewishness 
create a trans-Atlantic academic culture that “solved” the Jewish Question by pretending that 
it did not exist outside Nazi Germany. 
 
Erich Auerbach (1892-1957) is the subject of three of the volumes’ essays, reflecting his 
stature as a leading intellectual émigré, the recognition of his Mimesis (1946) as an epochal 
work, and recent interest in Judeo-Christian visions of European culture.  Matthias Bormuth 
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highlights the differences between Karl Löwith and Auerbach’s responses to modernity.  
Löwith, nominally a Protestant, viewed the French Revolution negatively as reflecting 
secularization of Christian eschatology, and sought escape in Goethe’s self-cultivation.  
Auerbach, who remained Jewish, bemoaned secularization’s dissolution of the Christian 
worldview but implicated Goethe’s rejection of the French Revolution in Germany’s failure to 
confront modernity.  The “Jewish” Jew was more a Christian and a democrat than the 
“Christian” one.  Malachi Hacohen, Avihu Zakai and David Weinstein look at Mimesis and 
“Figura” as a response to Nazi racialized Europe, which endeavored to reintegrate the Jews 
into European civilization as progenitors of Christianity.  Whereas Zakai & Weinstein regard 
the project as Jewish (as does the majority of Auerbach scholars), Hacohen views Auerbach 
as a cultural Christian.  While perusing biographies and works for hints of the Jewish 
experience, he argues, we must not reify the “Jewishness” of German acculturated 
intellectuals – it could be Christian in character. 
 
If “Figura” and Mimesis presaged postwar Judeo-Christian visions of Europe, The City of 
Man, published in 1940 by a group of American public intellectuals and European émigrés, 
did so for the U.S.  The group included, among others, Reinhold Niebuhr and Lewis Mumford 
among the Americans, and Thomas Mann, Hermann Broch, Hans Kohn, and Oscar Jaszi 
among the émigrés.  They urged an isolationist U.S. to assume global leadership in the 
struggle against fascism and communism and lead a spiritual transformation of democracy 
into a modern political religion.  They called for a rejuvenation of conservative values, 
anchored in the Judeo-Christian tradition, in support of a global reconstruction of modernity, 
threatened by totalitarianism.  The pamphlet signaled, say Adi Gordon and Udi Greenberg, 
the first act of postwar conservatism, and the trans-Atlantic making of Cold War culture. 
 
Julie Mell’s essay sketches the intellectual work of five émigrés investigating the origins of 
European capitalism.   She illuminates how their formative works in the fields of Jewish 
history, economic history, and economic sociology were shaped by the crisis of WWII, their 
Jewish identities and their émigré experiences during and after the war.  The two openly 
Jewish protagonists, Guido Kisch and Toni Oelsner, sparred over the legacy of the German 
Historical School and the Jews’ role in the rise of capitalism:  Kisch affirmed it and Oelsner 
denied it as an antisemitic construct.  The two assimilated Jewish intellectuals, Robert Lopez 
and Michael Postan, fashioned the Cambridge Economic History and elaborated the concept 
of the “medieval commercial revolution,” which had little need for the Jews at all.  Finally, 
the Protestant Jew, Karl Polanyi, presented capitalism as a historically aberrant and 
catastrophic attempt to free the market from its social embeddedness.   
 
The final three essays represent “homecomings” of the Jewish émigrés and analyze the 
shaping of utopias that re-envision Jewish integration.  Ofer Ashkenazi explores the 
manipulation of Heimat  (homeland) images in the postwar films of Konrad Wolf, a high 
profiled East-German filmmaker who returned from his WWII Moscow exile as a Red Army 
soldier.  In the autobiographical film I was Nineteen (1968), Wolf documented his return, and 



Ashkenazi sees his exposition of the violence embedded in Heimat imagery as a plea for a 
new society united by a universalist ideology, providing a home for Jews that the national 
community of Heimat could not. 
 
Unlike Wolf, remigrés to Austria could not even pretend that their country was making a fresh 
start.  Friedrich Torberg and Hilde Spiel availed themselves of the Central European past to 
elaborate visions of Austrian literature that, contrary to their own expectations, became 
blueprints for a new European culture.  They mourned the loss of Central European Jewry but 
neither, says Birgit Lang, endeavored to represent the Holocaust.  They seemed free of the 
tensions that noble-prize winner, Imre Kertész, discerned in Jewish intellectuals’ postwar use 
of German.  Kertész himself was able to confront the linguistic conundrum of Jewish use of 
German by self-conscious depiction of the émigré experience of language loss (which he 
discovered in Jean Améry).  Torberg and Spiel’s depictions of a Golden Age gone did not 
reflect this survivor’s experience of linguistic loss. 
 
Arie Dubnov ponders the leading postwar liberal thinker, Isaiah Berlin’s ambivalent stance 
towards nationalism.  To Berlin, nationalism constituted, at one and the same time, a threat to 
liberty and a desired community.  Having immigrated to England as a boy from Riga, Latvia, 
Berlin cultivated the persona of a Russian Jew and supported Zionism.  Diaspora Zionism was 
his solution to the nationalist riddle, and to the problems of an Oxford Don, who wished to 
live as an admired Jewish outsider, support Israel, yet remain the Queen’s loyal and knighted 
subject.  Good nationalism was a Diasporic national community, pluralizing the postwar 
nation state and enabling a Jew to be a British Zionist. 
 
An unpublished autobiographical excerpt on growing up in wartime England, pulled from 
Lilan Furst’s archives, and introduced by her literary executor, Anabel Aliaga-Buchenau, 
completes the collection.  Furst shows a very different path of Jewish acculturation in Britain 
from that of Berlin, one that led to Cambridge, but never made the British academy a home.  
Home is somewhere else, perhaps in heavenly Jerusalem.  The Shoah Foundation’s visual 
history archive contains a spectacular interview with Lilian Furst, recounting her life, in 
speech and pictures: http://vha.usc.edu.proxy.lib.duke.edu/login.aspx 
 
The Girton College archive at Cambridge has Furst’s remaining personal papers, including the 
manuscript of the excerpt published here:  
http://janus.lib.cam.ac.uk/db/node.xsp?id=EAD%2FGBR%2F0271%2FGCPP%20Furst 
 
I wish to thank my colleagues Yaakov (Kobi) Ariel of UNC – Chapel Hill, coordinator of the 
Duke-UNC Jewish Studies Seminar, K. Steven Vincent of NCSU – Raleigh, coordinator of 
the Triangle Intellectual History Seminar, and Sandi Payne, coordinator of the Carolina 
Seminars for their support in organizing the conference.  Thanks go also to Madeline Levine 
of UNC – Chapel Hill for opening the conference with a biographical and historical memoir 
of Lilian Furst; to the National Humanities Center for hosting the conference; to Peter 
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Kaufman of the University of Richmond, Editor-in-Chief of Religions, for proposing that 
Julie Mell & I edit a special issue of Religions with the conference papers; and to Jerry Zhang, 
Managing Editor of Religions, for working on the issue, and suggesting that it now be 
published as a book.  All contributed to bringing together three generations of scholars – the 
younger émigrés, mid-career historians, and rising academic stars – to show that the 
fascinating story of the outcasts of Europe who have helped reinvent trans-Atlantic culture 
continues to capture academic minds, young and old. 
 
Malachi Haim Hacohen 
Guest Editor 
Jerusalem, 13 July 2014 
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Abstract: The New School for Social Research’s University in Exile accepted more 
German and European exiled intellectuals than any other American institution of higher 
education. This paper argues that transnational, cosmopolitan ideological and interest-
based affinities shared by left-leaning American progressives and German-Jewish 
intellectuals enabled the predominantly Jewish University in Exile to become a vibrant 
intellectual space accepted by the community of largely anti-Semitic American 
academics. These affinities also illuminate why, despite the fact that the émigrés’ exile 
was in large part the result of National Socialist hatred of Jews, Alvin Johnson (the 
founder of the University in Exile) and the faculty members that comprised it seldom 
discussed the University’s Jewish demographics. The Jewish faculty members ignored 
the relationship between their ethnicity and exile because to focus on it would have 
been to admit that the cosmopolitan project they had embraced in Central Europe had 
failed. Johnson ignored the faculty’s Jewish heritage for two reasons. First, he endorsed 
a cosmopolitan American nationalism. Second, he understood that the generally anti-
Semitic community of American academics would have rejected the University in Exile 
if he stressed the faculty’s Jewishness. In ignoring the University in Exile’s Jewish 
demographics, Johnson and the University’s faculty successfully adhered to a strategy 
designed to foster the exiles’ entrance into the American intellectual community. Thus, 
while cosmopolitanism failed in Germany and Central Europe, the exiles’ later influence 
on the American academy indicates that it partially succeeded in the United States. 
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Introduction 

Of all American institutions of higher education, the New School for Social Research in New 
York City accepted the largest number of German and European intellectual exiles during the era 
of National Socialism [1]. Founded in 1933 and soon renamed the “Graduate Faculty in Political 
and Social Science” (Graduate Faculty), this “University in Exile” served as the wartime home to 
184 exiled scholars, seventy-four of whom hailed from Germany [2]. It was at the New School that 
a full one-quarter of all intellectual émigrés to the United States worked. The University in Exile 
saved several of the most influential academics of the twentieth century, including Hans Kelsen, 
Claude Lévi-Strauss, Bronislaw Malinowski, Leo Strauss, and Max Wertheimer [3]. Several future 
policymakers, including Karl Brandt, Gerhard Colm, and Hans Speier, also made this institution 
their home. The story of the New School in the 1930s is one central to twentieth century American 
and transatlantic intellectual history. 

The University in Exile has been the exclusive subject of one scholarly monograph, Claus-
Dieter Krohn’s Intellectuals in Exile [4]. Krohn’s work is a complete account of the gestation, 
founding, and influence of the Graduate Faculty, particularly its economists, on American social 
science. However, in explaining how the New School thrived in the 1930s and 1940s, Krohn 
focuses almost exclusively on structural factors, particularly the relationship between the 
University in Exile and its financial backers. This work assumes that securing funds was the most 
crucial factor in enabling the Graduate Faculty to find an intellectual home in America. While 
Krohn relates how Alvin Johnson, the individual behind the University in Exile, recruited 
politically and culturally like-minded scholars to the New School, Intellectuals in Exile generally 
ignores the role ideas played in allowing the University in Exile to thrive in its early years. 

This paper augments Krohn’s structural account by demonstrating how transnational ideological 
and interest-based affinities shared by left-leaning American progressives and German-Jewish 
intellectuals enabled the predominantly Jewish University in Exile to become a vibrant intellectual 
space accepted by anti-Semitic American academics [5]. I argue that both groups—American 
progressives and European Jewish exiles—embraced complementary cosmopolitan ideologies.  
Left-leaning progressives like Johnson subscribed to a social vision that sought to reinvigorate 
American nationalism by incorporating ideas and traditions from European cultures [6]. They thus 
supported the possible contributions European exiles could make in America. This idea was 
accepted, and indeed embraced, by the German-Jewish intellectuals who comprised much of the 
Graduate Faculty. These individuals were the inheritors of a post-emancipation German and 
Central European Jewish intellectual tradition that sought to deny the importance of Jewish 
ethnicity in favor of a secular and cosmopolitan intellectual identity. Both Johnson and the 
members of the University in Exile adhered to ideologies that embraced the notion of an 
international Republic of Letters in which intellectuals from any nation could contribute positively 
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to a society’s development. The cosmopolitan affinities shared by Johnson and the faculty 
members explain why the New School functioned smoothly as an institution, with Johnson and 
faculty members rarely disagreeing as to the University in Exile’s American mission. 

These affinities also illuminate why, despite the fact that the émigrés’ exile was the result of 
National Socialist hatred of Jews, Johnson and the faculty members seldom discussed the 
University in Exile’s Jewish demographics. The Jewish faculty members ignored the relationship 
between their ethnicity and exile because to focus on it would have been to admit that the 
cosmopolitan project they had embraced had failed. Moreover, in both the European and American 
contexts, integration was at stake. Therefore, when the émigrés first came to America, they 
continued in the same mode they had in Europe. At the same time, if Johnson mentioned the 
faculty’s Jewish heritage, the largely anti-Semitic community of American academics would have 
rejected his own cosmopolitan undertaking. In ignoring the University in Exile’s Jewish 
demographics, Johnson and the faculty successfully adhered to a strategy designed to foster the 
exiles’ entrance into the American intellectual community. Each had an interest in promoting the 
University in Exile’s scholarship and eliding the émigrés’ Jewishness was central to this goal. 
Indeed, in the late-1930s, collections published by the University in Exile received almost 
uniformly positive reviews, indicating that the faculty was not “tainted” by its Jewish makeup. By 
the end of the decade, however, the Jewish members of the Graduate Faculty could no longer 
ignore the special place occupied by Jews in the National Socialist imagination. In “Forms and 
Features of Anti-Judaism,” a biting essay released in 1939, Erich Kahler explicitly rejected the 
cosmopolitan project embraced by his colleagues. This essay inaugurated New School scholars’ 
new focus on Jewish issues. With the failure of the European cosmopolitan project, the University 
in Exile’s faculty turned to examining what they had so long ignored: their Judaism. Their ability to 
do so, however, indicated the American achievement of their cosmopolitan goals. 

The Founding of the University in Exile 

In 1919, a group of well-known liberals, radical democrats, and philanthropists that included 
Charles A. Beard, John Dewey, Horace M. Kallen, Thorstein Veblen, and Felix Frankfurter 
founded the New School for Social Research. These liberal progressives created the New School in 
response to Columbia University president Nicholas Murray Butler’s dismissal of several 
professors for refusing to take a loyalty oath to the American government and opposing U.S. 
engagement in World War I [7]. Angered at Butler’s stifling of intellectual expression, these 
intellectuals formed the New School as a self-conscious bastion of academic freedom, partially 
modeled on the German Volkshochschulen dedicated to adult and worker education [8]. Similar to 
many American educational progressives of the day, these intellectuals hoped to use social science 
to achieve liberal socioeconomic goals [9]. 

Alvin Johnson, the central force behind the creation of the University in Exile, was one of the 
New School’s founders. Johnson was born and raised in Nebraska, the son of Danish immigrants. 
He served in the U.S. Army during the Spanish-American War, and at the end of the war 
matriculated as a graduate student in economics at Columbia University. At Columbia, he studied 
under E.R.A. Seligman and Franklin Giddings and received his Ph.D in 1902 [10]. Johnson worked 
in academia until 1915, when Herbert Croly, the founder of The New Republic, invited him to join 
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the magazine as an assistant editor [11]. Johnson accepted the offer, and through The New Republic 
became involved with the progressive New York intellectual circle that founded the New School. 
He was naturally attracted to John Dewey’s progressive educational philosophy and eagerly 
accepted a position as one of the New School’s first faculty members. By the early 1920s, Johnson 
had become the New School’s first president. For the next decade, he improved the institution’s 
finances, enlarged its scholarly focus from the policy and social sciences to the humanities, and 
built its reputation as a local leader in arts education. 

Transatlantic connections forged in the 1920s became the seeds of the University in Exile’s 
germination. Johnson was fluent in German and had since the beginning of his career been 
interested in German academia [12]. In 1924, Johnson and the Jewish financier-statesmen Bernard 
Baruch traveled to Germany to study the hyperinflation and derive lessons for how American 
policymakers could avoid a similar economic crisis. On this trip, Johnson made the acquaintance of 
Emil Lederer, a Jewish economist and member of the Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands 
(SPD) then teaching at the University of Heidelberg. Johnson and Lederer retained their friendship 
and continued to correspond throughout the 1920s. In 1927, Johnson accepted Seligman’s offer to 
serve as associate editor of an American encyclopedia of the social sciences modeled on the 
Handwörterbuch der Staatswissenschaften. Upon doing so, he asked Lederer to recommend 
German colleagues to contribute [13]. Over the next several years, Lederer recommended 
numerous German academics that wound up contributing to the encyclopedia. By the time the 
Encyclopedia of eventually fifteen-volumes began to appear in the 1930s, several future members 
of the University in Exile, including Lederer, Gerhard Colm, Fritz Lehmann, and Hans Speier, had 
written entries. 

These positive experiences with German academia generally, and Lederer specifically, enlarged 
Johnson’s already considerable respect for German social science. As he watched the rise of 
National Socialism from abroad, Johnson began to recognize that, if Hitler triumphed, many left 
wing and Jewish academics would require a home in exile. Soon after Hitler’s seizure of power in 
January 1933, Johnson began to create an institution dedicated to preserving the German academic 
tradition he correctly believed the Nazis would destroy. He hoped that this new “University in 
Exile” would serve “as a liaison between American university culture and the pre-Nazi German 
university culture [14].” Echoing his colleague Dewey’s idea of developing an “international 
nationalism,” Johnson maintained that providing a safe haven for German academics would be 
beneficial not only to the rescued Germans, but to American society and intellectual culture as 
well. This intellectual migration, Johnson hoped, would reinvigorate American social science and 
provide it with the necessary tools to affect social change. 

Lederer was centrally involved in the University in Exile’s creation. In February 1933, Harold 
Butler, the Director of the International Labor Office, invited Lederer to participate in a Parisian 
conference on the relationship between technological progress and unemployment. After leaving 
Germany to attend the conference, Lederer never returned, immigrating instead to London. This 
was a prescient decision, as Lederer was one of the first professors the Nazis intended to dismiss, 
likely due to his socialism. From the beginning, Johnson had intended Lederer to be the major 
German intellectual force behind his envisioned institution. In early 1933, he approached Lederer 
about his plans “to get ten or a dozen [German professors] to the U.S. to set up a German university 
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in exile [15].” Lederer quickly accepted Johnson’s request and turned down a position at the 
University of Manchester to move to New York [16]. According to Lederer’s student, Hans Speier, 
who himself became the youngest founding member of the University in Exile, Lederer “was 
impressed by Johnson’s pragmatic liberalism and considered work at a new free university, which 
in the prevailing circumstances could become a political symbol, to be more worthwhile than 
joining a well-established institution [17].” In joining the University in Exile, Lederer symbolically 
demonstrated to the German and international academic community that, despite the attempts of 
domestic political reactionaries, academic freedom would always find an international home. 

Throughout the spring and summer of 1933, Johnson diligently worked to raise funds for his 
institution [18]. By May 13, he had collected $120,000 from the Jewish philanthropist Hiram Halle 
and the Rockefeller Foundation, which allowed him to fund fifteen professorships at a salary of 
$4,000 per year [19]. To win American intellectual support for his and Lederer’s venture, Johnson 
drafted a letter signed by several hundred social scientists supporting the University in Exile’s 
founding [20]. In June of that year, Johnson applied for and received a provisional charter from the 
Board of Regents of New York State [21]. 

At Lederer and Johnson’s request, throughout the summer of 1933, Speier, who was a Lutheran 
(although married to a Jewish pediatrician), traveled back and forth between London and Germany 
with contracts for the University’s founding members. Over that summer, Johnson, Lederer, and 
Speier successfully recruited ten academics to found the University in Exile. In the schema of early- 
to mid-twentieth century United States immigration law, intellectuals were considered “non-quota” 
immigrants and could thus immigrate more easily than members of other social groups [22]. The 
ten founding members of the University in Exile were Karl Brandt (agricultural science); Gerhard 
Colm (economics); Arthur Feiler (economics); Eduard Heimann (economics); Erich von Hornbostel 
(sociology of music); Herman Kantorowicz (law); Lederer (economics); Speier (sociology); Max 
Wertheimer (Gestalt psychology); and Frieda von Wunderlich (social policy). The progressive 
Johnson recruited these scholars because each “supported the democratic government under the 
Weimar constitution [23].” Additionally, most were Social Democrats or held social democratic 
sympathies, were empirically oriented social scientists, and were associates of Lederer [24].  
The New School scholars hailed primarily from three institutions: the University of Frankfurt,  
the Kiel Institute for World Economics, and the Berlin-based Hochschule für Politik (College  
for Politics) [25]. Most importantly for Johnson and Lederer, each New School member was an 
intellectual concerned with using social science as a means to reach social and economic 
progressive ends [26]. 

With the faculty and funding in place, the University in Exile—renamed the Graduate Faculty of 
Political and Social Science because the New York State Department of Education would not allow 
an institution with only a single faculty to call itself a “university”—opened its doors in October 
1933 [27]. The Graduate Faculty grew significantly over the next few years. In the spring of 1934 
there were 18 faculty members; by the summer of 1939, there were 33. After Germany’s defeat of 
France in the summer of 1940, many more came. Student enrollment also increased as the Graduate 
Faculty’s reputation rose in the 1930s. In the fall of 1933, the University in Exile had only  
92 students; by 1940 that number had risen to 520 [28]. As these numbers indicate, the Graduate 
Faculty flourished in the 1930s and 1940s. 
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The Presentation of the University in Exile, 1933–1939 

Two-thirds of the Graduate Faculty’s founding members were Jewish [29]. Many more Jewish 
academics came to the New School as the Nazi era wore on. However, throughout the 1930s, 
Johnson, Lederer, and the rest of the New School faculty refused to present the University in Exile 
as a haven for German Jews. They instead offered the New School as an institution dedicated to 
defending intellectual freedom and the best aspects of the pre-Nazi German academic tradition. 
There was very little talk of Judaism or the role the faculty’s ethnicity played in their immigration. 
At first, such a position was defensible, as the Nazis’ initial program was premised upon removing 
political as opposed to racial enemies. Nevertheless, by April 1933, the Nazis had begun to strip 
Jews of their rights and it was clear that the Jews were no longer welcome in Germany. 

This unwillingness or inability to discuss the New School scholars’ Jewish identity had two 
intellectual sources, each of which hailed from one side of the transatlantic divide. The first was an 
American progressive vision, argued most explicitly by John Dewey, which sought to incorporate 
European intellectual, social, and cultural traditions into a reinvigorated American nationalism. 
Dewey, Johnson, and other left-leaning progressives believed that they must work to create a new 
“international nationalism” that was nevertheless American. This international nationalism,  
they hoped, would result in a cultural exchange that would undergird a progressive American 
future [30]. 

Nonetheless, this ideology did not necessarily mean that Johnson had to deny completely  
the faculty’s Judaism. He could have mentioned their ethnicity but downplayed it. I argue that 
Johnson’s total elision of the faculty member’s Jewish heritage was both a consequence of his 
progressive commitments and a strategy designed to avoid the anti-Semitism that permeated 
American higher education during the interwar period. Johnson hoped that American academics 
would accept the University in Exile as a peer institution. At the time, however, many American 
universities were permeated with anti-Semitism. Most, including almost all of the elite colleges, 
had imposed strict quotas on Jewish students and faculty. Johnson was very much aware of 
educational anti-Semitism and railed against it from his position as president of the American 
Section of the International League for Academic Freedom [31]. He had himself received criticism 
from colleagues who believed that there was no room for Jews in American academia [32]. If 
Johnson had stressed the faculty’s Judaism, he would have alienated his academic peers. 

The post-emancipation German-Jewish embrace of the universalist Bildung educational philosophy 
constituted the second, European intellectual source of the New School’s position regarding its 
Jewish demographics. Traditional Bildung referred to the idealist-romantic process of “cultivating” 
oneself through extensive reading in classical texts of the Greco-Roman and German traditions and 
the conduct of original research in one’s Wissenschaft (science). Engagement with Bildung and 
Wissenschaft was supposed to engender a coherent Weltanschauung (worldview) in a student [33]. 
As one scholar notes, the “pursuit of truth was to lead to something like integral insight and moral 
certainty” [34]. In the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, Central European Jewish 
intellectuals believed that participation in Bildung was the key to their acceptance by secular 
society. This Jewish embrace of Bildung, however, came at the expense of particularist Jewish 
identities. Jews denied their Judaism and appropriated the cosmopolitanism of Bildung. This was 
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Jewish intellectuals’ strategy of assimilation and acceptance (ironically, this cosmopolitanism  
was primarily about Jewish integration into a national community). By ignoring their Judaism in 
the 1930s, the majority of faculty members did the same in America as they had in Germany, 
defining themselves as secular intellectuals, not Jews [35]. With this vision, they believed they 
could contribute positively to society’s advance while fostering their own acceptance into the 
American intellectual community. 

In the 1930s, the New School’s University in Exile was an institutional site that saw the merging 
of two coherent and complementary philosophies. Both the left-leaning American progressive and 
Central European Jewish traditions were cosmopolitan in character. As we will see, even in the 
face of the Nazi threat, Johnson, Lederer, and the majority of the New School scholars remained 
silent about the faculty’s Judaism. This helped engender their acceptance into American academia. 
It was not until 1939, when it had become too clear to deny that Hitler and the National Socialists 
posed an existential threat to European and world Jewry, that faculty members began to address 
their Judaism. 

Johnson and Judaism 

In the Graduate Faculty’s first course catalogue, which was almost certainly written by Johnson 
(perhaps with minor aid from Lederer and other faculty members), there was no mention of 
National Socialist racial policy nor the regime’s specific animosity toward Jews [36]. Johnson 
justified the creation of the University in Exile with reference only to “the reorganization of 
German university life under the National Socialist revolution.” Because of Nazi political 
regulations, Johnson continued, scholars of “international reputation have been dismissed” or given 
indefinite furloughs from teaching. He declared that the Nazis denied politically problematic 
scholars “academic liberty” and, as “an American institution,” the New School was obligated “to 
express by word and act its own faith” in intellectual freedom [37]. Throughout the catalogue, 
Johnson continued to downplay the faculty’s Judaism. His only critique of Nazi racism occurred 
within a discussion of the regime’s educational policy. According to the catalogue, all faculty 
members believed “that real education begins where racial, religious and political intolerance 
ends.” A salient display of Johnson’s general unwillingness to underline the unique position 
occupied by Jews in the Nazi racial imagination was the fact that the catalogue never mentioned 
the word “Jew.” He instead repeatedly referred to the faculty as comprising only “German 
professors.” Johnson thus presented the founding of the University in Exile as a defense of 
democracy and intellectual freedom, not a rejection of Nazi racism [38]. 

Theoretically, in the first months of Hitler’s rule, one could have argued that the Nazis mainly 
were persecuting political enemies. By the autumn of 1933, however, the National Socialist 
perspective regarding Jews was very clear. Events such as the April 1, 1933 boycott of Jewish 
businesses, the April passing of laws that banned Jews from serving as civil servants (including 
university professors), lawyers, or editors—and which also enacted Jewish student quotas—and the 
thousands of anti-Semitic references that recurred throughout Nazi speeches, propaganda, and 
publications made the degraded position that Jews now occupied in Germany clear. In spite of 
these obvious signals, however, this first course catalogue presented the University in Exile as a 
space where liberal German professors could teach “German methods” and the “German point of 
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view” (both of which were, in actuality, the German-Jewish point of view) to American students. It 
was Nazi “political requirements,” not racial hatred, which had resulted in the dismissal of the new 
faculty members [39]. Throughout the 1930s, Johnson offered similar claims in Social Research 
(the journal created to popularize the Graduate Faculty’s work in America), for example referring 
to the National Socialist triumph solely as a “political” revolution [40]. 

In the first course catalogue, Johnson repeatedly appealed to the language of international 
scientific cosmopolitanism when discussing why a university in exile was “an institution long 
overdue in the modern world [41].” When praising German universities, for example, Johnson 
singled out for special admiration the fact that earlier in history German universities retained “a 
highly international” character [42]. When discussing Social Research, he declared that it would 
focus exclusively on “international tendencies” in the social sciences [43]. In the first issue of the 
journal, he similarly stated that the knowledge produced by the Graduate Faculty was “of the world 
at large [44].” Declarations that “scholarship is international” and that all defenders of intellectual 
freedom, particularly Americans, who “justly clai[m] a position of leadership in civilization,” must 
work together to create institutions dedicated to serving exiles for the purpose of reinvigorating 
American culture, peppered his writings. Such claims mirrored typical left-leaning progressive 
language. Echoing Dewey and other leftist progressives, in Johnson’s conception the international, 
European contributions of the New School would contribute to the renewal of American life. 
Eventually, this would benefit not only America, but the world. 

Johnson thus presented a vision of a world characterized by an international society at the center 
of which stood the American nation. This society, he declared, must become the haven for  
all intellectuals rejected by their homelands. Anyone dedicated to democratic values, whether  
from Europe or America, could help create new, practical, and progressive knowledge. In the post 
World War I era of crisis, Americans must incorporate exiles’ ideas to aid in their quest for a 
progressive future. 

The desire to elide the faculty’s Judaism was made starkly clear in Johnson’s 1935 declaration that:  

The men who compose this German faculty were expelled from their posts essentially for one reason 
only. They chose to be free. In the majority of cases the official ground for dismissal was ‘political 
unreliability.’ They could not consent to stultify themselves by accepting the official political and 
social doctrines and thereby forfeit their scholarly right to follow the truth wherever it might lead. 
They regarded liberty as worth whatever sacrifices it might entail, and therewith placed themselves in 
the honored company of the [American] men who, by their readiness to endure sacrifice, won liberty 
for the English-speaking peoples [45]. 

This is an astonishing passage. In presenting the search for intellectual freedom and adherence to 
democratic political values as the reasons for the Graduate Faculty’s exile, Johnson downplayed 
the importance of the race-based dogmatisms of National Socialism. Although it was true that 
many of the faculty were politically unacceptable to the Nazis, being socialists, fellow travelers, or 
liberals, many left for racial reasons. Even Speier, a non-Jew, fled Germany because he was 
married to a Jewish woman. Yet in Johnson’s presentation, it was only intellectual and political, 
not racial, considerations that necessitated the University in Exile’s creation. Johnson’s denial of 
the ethnic heritage of the faculty members was further evident in the historical precedents for the 
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Graduate Faculty that he cited. For instance, he referred to the University in Exile as the 
intellectual-institutional heir of the University of Padua, which was founded in the early 13th 
century in response to political oppression experienced at the University of Bologna. This ignored 
cases to which the University in Exile was truly analogous, such as Puritan exiles’ founding of 
Harvard in 1636. Johnson asserted that what the Nazis rejected was “liberalism,” not Judaism [46]. 

Johnson’s most outrageous denial of the faculty members’ Judaism came in the section of a 
1935 report to the New School’s trustees entitled “Racial and Political Constitution of the Faculty.” 
Here, Johnson explicitly disavowed the Jewish character of the Graduate Faculty. As he said, 
“[t]here is a prevalent conception that the German professors expelled from their chairs were all 
either ‘Marxians’ or Jews. This conception is not valid so far as the Graduate Faculty is concerned. 
In selecting scholars for the faculty,” Johnson continued, “no attention was given to such irrelevant 
matters as race and religion” [47]. He stressed that “rather more than one-third [of the faculty] had 
no Jewish blood at all and of the others several could be classed as non-Aryan only by virtue of the 
‘grandparent clause [48].’” Johnson took pains to portray the faculty as specifically non-Jewish, as 
only Jewish under the ridiculous laws of the Nazis. The University in Exile was not to be tainted 
publicly by the Jewish blood that did in fact comprise it. 

Johnson’s presentation of the University in Exile as a cosmopolitan intellectual haven for political 
refugees closely mirrored John Dewey’s educational philosophy and views of cultural immigration. 
Johnson and Dewey were colleagues who belonged to the same progressive New York intellectual 
circles. Dewey and Johnson also worked together at the New School, and Dewey was on the 
University in Exile’s board. The respect Johnson had for Dewey was clearly reflected in his 
helping to found the John Dewey Society, an organization devoted to progressive education and 
educational philosophy, in 1935 [49]. Moreover, at Dewey’s ninetieth birthday, Johnson was 
invited to give a tribute to him, a favor which Dewey repaid at Johnson’s seventy-fifth birthday [50]. 
Later in life, Johnson would designate Dewey as one of the “great men” of twentieth century American 
thought [51]. In addition to these personal connections, Dewey’s philosophy strongly influenced 
Johnson, which one sees when comparing the former’s work with the latter’s presentation of the 
University in Exile. 

In the pre-World War I era, many progressives believed that the large number of European 
immigrants who began settling in America in the nineteenth century needed to undergo a process of 
“Americanization [52].” Right-leaning progressives such as Theodore Roosevelt adopted an 
avowedly nationalistic perspective that advocated immigrants’ complete divestment of their 
European cultural heritage and full embrace of “American” values. Many other progressives, such 
as Jacob A. Riis, similarly believed that one must work to dissolve and replace the ethnic heritages 
of European immigrants. Dewey and other left-leaning progressives rejected these arguments. They 
instead advocated for immigrants to retain aspects of their cultural heritages and inject them  
into American life [53]. Dewey and others believed these cosmopolitan injections would lead to  
a rejuvenated “cosmopolitan American nationalism” that would support the achievement of 
progressive goals [54]. 

Thus, before 1918, Dewey wanted to create a new, international American nationalism, undergirded 
by core American ideals but enriched by European cultures [55]. A number of well-known progressives 
advocated a similar position, including Horace Kallen (the immigrant son of an orthodox rabbi who 
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taught at the New School in the interwar years), Jane Addams, Emily Greene Bach, and Randolph 
Bourne [56]. However, after World War I, many left-leaning progressives abandoned this cultural 
focus in favor of highlighting American economic injustice [57]. When in the early-1930s Johnson 
advocated the use of the New School as a means to create an international American culture, he 
was somewhat of an atavism. But, unlike most progressives, Johnson had since 1924 been very 
much concerned with German developments, particularly the rise of National Socialism. This 
likely led him to be more sensitive to cultural issues than his economically focused contemporaries. 
Indeed, progressives would re-embrace cultural arguments in the 1930s and 1940s, as Nazi and 
Soviet successes re-indicated the important role culture played in modern life. 

Johnson’s cosmopolitan presentation of the German exiles as strengthening American social 
science with their own European intellectual traditions mirrored Dewey’s philosophy of international 
American nationalism. But why, then, did Johnson downplay the faculty’s Judaism while stressing 
their German-ness? In theory, he could have highlighted the faculty’s ethnic identity while 
maintaining that, once the best parts of this identity were assimilated, it would be transcended. The 
answer to this question lies in the prevalent anti-Semitism of the American university system in the 
interwar period. The problem of Jewish quota systems at major universities was well known at the 
time, with a variety of newspaper and magazine articles addressing the subject [58]. Although elite, 
American protestant culture had long been defined by what scholars have termed “genteel  
anti-semitism”—a type of polite, non-violent, yet pervasive distrust and fear of Jews—it was only 
in the interwar years that Protestant-dominated American colleges and universities began to engage 
in serious efforts to limit Jewish enrollment [59]. Johnson, a college president interested in 
educational administration and philosophy, was very aware of this issue. To overcome it and reach 
his cosmopolitan goals, Johnson strategically ignored the faculty’s Judaism. This, he hoped, would 
foster their American acceptance. 

Johnson was also likely worried about the New School’s standing as an elite institution. Since 
its founding as a progressive offshoot of Columbia, the New School had attempted to position itself 
as an alternative to other elite American universities. The fact that Columbia president Nicholas 
Murray Butler and Harvard president Abbott Lawrence Lowell had made clear their belief that 
Jewish enrollment would endanger Anglo-Saxon protestant culture must have strengthened 
Johnson’s commitment to ignoring the exiles’ Judaism. 

Various trends bolstered American academics’ fear of Jews in the 1920s and impelled the creation 
of the quota system. There was worry over immigration (which manifested in the 1924 Immigration 
Act) and the concomitant rise of nativism and racial science. Protestant elites also feared that they 
could not compete with Jews academically and that Jewish business success (enabled by education) 
would lead to the erosion of their own economic standing and social prestige. In addition to such 
academic and economic anxieties, protestant elites shared the cultural fear that the infiltration  
of supposedly effeminate Jews into the American aristocracy would attenuate the masculinity of 
the next generation of elites [60]. The ancient religious charge that the Jews were the murderers  
of Jesus Christ fortified these anti-Semitic impulses. The process of American universities’ 
democratization also strengthened these economic and cultural fears [61]. In the 1920s and 1930s, 
then, many American Protestant intellectuals considered the Jews as economic and cultural 
challengers who must be prevented from entering the American elite [62]. 
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Such attitudes manifested in the quota systems, limiting Jewish student enrollment and faculty 
appointments. In the interwar years, many universities, including Adelphi, Barnard, Brown, 
Cincinnati, Columbia, Cornell, Dartmouth, Duke, Harvard, Johns Hopkins, Illinois, Kansas, 
Minnesota, New York, Northwestern, Ohio State, Penn State, Princeton, Rutgers, Texas, Virginia, 
Washington, Washington and Lee, and Yale, imposed quotas on Jewish students and faculty [63]. 
Yale did not promote a Jew to the position of full professor until 1946. The humanities, in 
particular, were bastions of anti-Semitic prejudice [64]. In their anti-Semitism, American protestant 
intellectuals echoed more general social attitudes toward Jews [65]. Unique among immigrant 
groups, the more Jews succeeded in American society the more Americans resented them [66]. 
Presenting the New School as a Jewish institution in an overtly anti-Semitic educational environment 
would have made it difficult, if not impossible, for Johnson to achieve his cosmopolitan goal of 
popularizing German academia among American intellectuals. Had he stressed the faculty’s 
Judaism, he would have done little but contribute to their American alienation. 

The argument that Johnson’s ignoring of the ethnic identities of the Graduate Faculty was a 
strategy designed to increase the likelihood of their American success is bolstered by the fact that 
Johnson was by no means an anti-Semite and was quite attuned to Jew hatred. In addition to his 
personally saving more than one hundred European-Jewish scholars, Johnson repeatedly devoted 
himself to fighting educational anti-Semitism. He did so throughout the 1930s as a member and 
president of the American Section of the International League for Academic Freedom. Later, in 
1946, he helped found the New York State Committee against Discrimination in Education 
specifically to fight the Jewish quota system [67]. Johnson was very clearly not an anti-Semite. 
However, given the interwar climate of intellectual and university-associated anti-Semitism, it 
would have been an imprudent strategy for Johnson to focus on, or even acknowledge, the faculty’s 
Jewish identity. This could have, in theory, alienated not only fellow academics but also some  
of the non-Jewish associated funding sources upon which the Graduate Faculty relied. Indeed, 
representatives of the Rockefeller Foundation had made disparaging remarks about Jews in the  
past [68]. Doing anything to limit exiles’ acceptance into American academia would have been 
foolhardy [69]. For cosmopolitanism, Johnson denied the faculty’s Jewish demographics. 

The Graduate Faculty and Judaism 

The fact that Jewish New School scholars similarly kept silent about their Judaism facilitated  
the Graduate Faculty’s success and aided Johnson’s strategy of assimilation. Like Johnson, the 
Graduate Faculty publicly denied that the creation of the University in Exile had anything to  
do with Nazi racial policy. As a collective they first displayed this belief in their academic 
constitution. Mirroring Johnson’s language, the University in Exile’s constitution declared that the 
Graduate Faculty was primarily “founded upon the principles of academic freedom” [70]. The only 
mention of race or religion came in a sub-clause that forbade discriminating against a potential hire 
for “scientifically irrelevant considerations.” As late as 1939, when National Socialist persecution 
of German Jews had become incontrovertible, the Graduate Faculty still refused to mention their 
Judaism in official reports to the New School’s board and donors (implying that fears of pulled 
funding contributed to their denial of Judaism) [71]. In no way did faculty members wish publicly 
to portray the University in Exile as a Jewish institution. 
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To understand how Jewish New School scholars portrayed themselves to the outside world, one 
must examine the articles they wrote for Social Research. Although the journal was intended to 
promote not only faculty scholars’, but also other exiles’ work, for its first few years the majority 
of Social Research contributors were members of the University in Exile. Johnson and the faculty 
were fairly successful in disseminating Social Research: by September 1936, the journal had 523 
American and 114 foreign subscribers [72]. What is most striking about 1930s articles from Social 
Research is the almost complete lack of discussion regarding Judaism, Jews, and the German and 
European Jewish problem. Throughout the mid-1930s, the word “Jews” was mentioned in only  
21 Social Research articles and book reviews; “Jewish” in 16; “Judaism” in six; variations on 
“anti-Semitism” in six; variations on “anti-Semitic” in five; and “Jew” in four. Many of these terms 
were used in the same articles. Zionism was not mentioned at all [73]. Compare this to the fact that 
the term “intellectual” was used in 111 articles and book reviews. 

When Jewish New School scholars did discuss Judaism, it was primarily in an oblique, passing 
fashion. In 1935, for example, Albert Salomon briefly referred to “the pariah existence of the Jews” 
in an essay that discussed Max Weber’s sociology [74]. Arthur Feiler made a similar fleeting 
reference to Jews in 1937, declaring that the “great changes” in social life that occurred under 
German fascism came from “the degradation of Jews, socialists, liberals, Catholics, Protestants and 
women [75].” The fact that Feiler mentioned Jews as the first group in a series of those persecuted 
by fascism implied he understood Jews occupied a special place in the Nazi racial pantheon. He did 
not, however, engage in a protracted analysis or discussion of the Jews’ position. 

The few articles that did discuss Jewish issues at some length submerged these discussions 
within other subjects. In an essay on “Education in Nazi Germany,” Frieda Wunderlich mentioned 
that in the National Socialist imagination, political and civil rights were “derived from the folk,”  
a “mystic community of blood” from which the Jews were excluded [76]. Wunderlich further 
underlined that a major goal of the National Socialists was to awaken “sound racial forces [77]”. In 
a later book review, she argued that racial restrictions had led to a decline in the quality of German 
scholarship, while elsewhere she emphasized that the Nazis considered the Jews to be their major 
enemy [78]. However, Wunderlich’s statements were made with reference to a specific topic, be it 
Nazi education or philosophical justice. Her essays indicate that she was well aware of the special 
place Jews occupied in the Nazi imagination, but she remained unwilling to discuss the Jewish 
problem at length. 

The example of Wunderlich demonstrates that faculty members were aware of the centrality of 
the Jewish question to the Nazi project. For the most part, however, the Graduate Faculty ignored 
Judaism, even in instances where it would have made sense to mention it. When talking about the 
loss of liberty under dictatorships, Lederer argued that every autocracy prosecuted “a ‘purge’ 
eliminating all those who dare to resist” [79]. He made no mention of Judaism. Of course, few 
Jews resisted National Socialism, and Lederer’s 1937 remarks make little sense. Moreover, his 
description of dictatorship included no mention of the racial aspects upon which Nazi autocracy 
rested. He simply declared that dictatorships “extol violence and brutality, they appeal to the ferocious 
instincts, they build up a sinister mythology of national pride and superiority, and establish crude 
standards of discipline and of stereotyped thinking to which everyone must conform [80].” Lederer 
could have added that the German dictatorship was premised upon racial exclusion, an exclusion 
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that caused his own and his colleagues’ exiles. The fact that he did not demonstrates his 
unwillingness to address the Jewish issue [81]. 

Between 1933 and 1939, the Graduate Faculty spent no time discussing the peculiar features of 
modern German anti-Semitism or the Jewish nature of their exile. Faculty members did, however, 
collectively define themselves as cosmopolitan intellectuals. That the Jewish scholars of the New 
School identified strongly as intellectuals may first be seen in the fact that one of their major 
proffered explanations for Nazism’s success was that intellectuals had failed in their duty to defend 
Weimar democracy [82]. Lederer blamed intellectuals—and hence himself and his colleagues—for 
failing to overcome the German labor movement’s inherent wariness of them. Lederer maintained 
that because intellectuals were unaware that policy was not a completely rational phenomenon, but 
depended on the manipulation of emotions, they were unable to speak to German workers in an 
effective manner [83]. Without intellectuals, workers, who did not understand the world’s complexity, 
were unable to seize power [84]. Eduard Heimann similarly maintained that Weimar intellectuals 
were unwilling to develop a philosophical principle that had the capacity to unite the disparate 
elements of the German nation and thus organize an anti-reactionary political bloc able to seize and 
retain power. Heimann further declared that intellectual democrats were unable to use education to 
give students a coherent Weltanschauung that would have allowed them to reject National Socialist 
appeals [85]. Adolf Löwe also blamed the German university system for failing to provide students 
with a “social consciousness” that had at its center the defense of democracy. Without such a social 
consciousness, Löwe retrospectively argued, the interwar explosion of academic unemployment 
was bound to result in a general social upheaval that found academics serving as the “propagandists 
and officers of the counterrevolution [86].” Wunderlich and Colm echoed this latter viewpoint [87]. 

In blaming intellectuals for democracy’s failure, the Jewish New School scholars were implicitly 
placing responsibility for Weimar’s collapse on themselves. Yet they were also signaling to American 
audiences that they identified primarily as intellectuals, not Jews. Faculty members’ self-identification 
as intellectuals was further displayed in their strong advocacy of intellectual involvement in 
American life. Throughout the 1930s, Lederer argued that science was integral to political life, and 
that exiled intellectuals like himself and his colleagues must do what they could to have their work 
speak to the contemporary problems of their adopted homeland. Without social science, “complicated 
procedures of government and administration, of business, industry, commerce, journalism,” could 
not possibly be performed [88]. This was doubly true during the Great Depression, which many of 
the faculty members—reflecting their German experiences—believed threatened democracy. In 
Lederer’s opinion, the basic calling of modern intellectual life, especially for exile intellectuals 
denied academic freedom in their homeland, was to defend democratic values. Intellectuals must 
become men of action, “uniting and giving strength” to liberty’s defense [89]. These actions, 
however, had nothing to do with overcoming the racial hatred that led to their exile. 

Other Jewish faculty members echoed this appeal to intellectual engagement in social and 
political life. Salomon declared that periods of economic and political crisis like the 1930s created 
the social conditions that allowed intellectuals to “arrive at definite insights into the primordial 
phenomena of social life and the intellectual connection of antagonistic concepts within a higher 
spiritual unity [90].” He argued that European exile intellectuals, who retained a deeper philosophical 
knowledge than pragmatic American colleagues, must remove religious, moral, and social values 
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from dogmatism. Doing so enabled societies to rediscover universal humanism, the philosophical 
basis of Western civilization [91]. Without such an attitude, democratic political life could not be 
maintained. Salomon argued that by promoting humanism, intellectuals enabled “the statesman to 
gain from philosophy a spiritual and intellectual power which enables him to suffer the adversities 
of political and social life with calmness of soul [92]”. This resulted in political moderation, the 
sine qua non of democracy. As with Lederer, the goal remained defending democracy, not 
combating anti-Semitism [93]. 

Gerhard Colm similarly emphasized that exiled social scientists had a “social responsibility”  
to defend democratic values. Academic work, while objective, retained within it an “element of 
responsible decision.” Social science must speak to “the task it has to fulfill in a specific historical 
situation,” which in the 1930s centered upon defending democracy and fighting fascism. Like 
Salomon, Colm argued that moments of crisis allowed intellectuals to revise traditional assumptions, 
enabling them to reach greater insights than in the past and prepare the way for a civilized  
future [94]. In addition to Lederer, Salomon, and Colm, Wunderlich maintained that social 
scientists must dedicate themselves to preventing fascism’s spread, while Löwe declared that 
intellectuals must seek, through creativity and rationalism, to “satisfy the social and spiritual 
demands” that led people to dictators by fostering “a new spirit of conscious cooperation and 
solidarity” dedicated to social reconstruction [95]. The Jewish New School scholars discussed 
themselves and their social mission with reference to their intellectual identity and need to defend 
democracy. There was little to no discussion of Jewish issues. 

In these ways the graduate faculty identified with democratic cosmopolitanism while dismissing 
the role anti-Semitism played not only in modern life but also in their own experiences of exile. 
What explains this lacuna? The New School scholars’ impulse to ignore their Jewish identity and 
stress their collective belonging to an intellectual Republic of Letters reflected a defining cultural 
characteristic of the post-emancipation German-Jewish intelligentsia. Since the nineteenth century, 
many Jews had rejected their Jewish identity and replaced it with German Bildung [96]. In an 
attempt to navigate a middle path between Judaism and particularist German nationalism while 
becoming part of the German cultural community, German Jews seized upon Bildung and 
membership in the Bildungsbürgertum (educated middle class) as a replacement identity [97]. 

This embrace led Jewish intellectuals to advocate the primacy of Kultur over race. In the  
fin-de-siècle, Jewish intellectuals hoped joining the Bildungsbürgetum indicated wider German 
society’s acceptance of them as Germans. This was especially true amongst left-leaning Jews like 
those who joined the Graduate Faculty. As several scholars have argued, this (incorrect) belief 
impelled Jews, during the rise and triumph of National Socialism, to project “their ideals of a 
tolerant Germany onto a quite different, far more brutal reality [98]”. The Graduate Faculty’s 
essays reflect this phenomenon. Accepting this perspective entailed willfully ignoring the anti-Semitic 
undercurrents permeating late-19th and early-20th century German society. Throughout the Wilhelmine 
era, for example, the terms “cosmopolitan,” citoyen du monde, and Weltbürger developed anti-Semitic 
overtones [99]. Anti-Semites regularly mocked the Jews’ for their cosmopolitan dreams [100]. 
Nevertheless, the desire to be exiled for what you thought, as opposed to who you were, led many 
Jewish intellectuals to ignore the realities of racialist National Socialism. As evidenced above, this 
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denial continued during many intellectuals’ first years in exile. Lederer and his colleagues believed 
that, first and foremost, they were intellectuals, not Jews. The Nazis, however, thought differently. 

This belief in universal, cosmopolitan intellectualism was not confined to German Jewish 
culture. It was also a characteristic of Central European Jewish intellectual culture generally. 
During the interwar years, throughout Central Europe, particularly in the areas formerly united into 
the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Jewish intellectuals maintained that each had a “universal 
intellectual self” that enabled them to belong to a “cosmopolitan scholarly community [101].” As 
the majority of non-Jews abandoned whatever allegiance they may have had to cosmopolitanism, 
German-speaking Jewish intellectuals continued to uphold and defend this ideology. In Austria, 
Czechoslovakia, and the other areas of Central European Jewish settlement, Jews, caught between 
various ethnonationalistic particularities, declared their membership in an imagined, supranational 
intellectual community [102]. Like their German counterparts, this led Jews stubbornly to ignore 
the realities of radical, racialist nationalism. Thus, when non-German Jewish intellectuals came to 
find safe haven at the University in Exile from the mid-1930s onward, their intellectual identities 
overlapped with their German antecedents. In sum, the belief in a universal, cosmopolitan 
intellectual identity led the Jewish members of the Graduate Faculty to downplay their Judaism in 
their first years of exile. The exiles also, of course, hoped to be accepted by the American academy, 
and eliding their Judaism contributed to this goal. The émigrés’ ideology and interests thus 
overlapped with Johnson’s. 

Their cosmopolitan dreams and hopes for acceptance led Johnson and the Jewish members  
of the Graduate Faculty to deny the faculty’s Jewish demographics. Johnson hoped to use the European 
exiles to reinvigorate American life. The only way to do so was to have the exiles’ scholarship 
accepted by an anti-Semitic American intellectual community. To foster this acceptance, Johnson 
ignored the faculty’s Jewish heritage. The Jewish faculty members, for their part, were unwilling  
to emphasize the role Judaism played in their exile because doing so would have denied the 
cosmopolitan project that had characterized the German-Jewish intelligentsia since the late-19th 
century and further contributed to their alienation. They wanted to participate in American 
intellectual life. This similarity in beliefs enabled the New School to function smoothly throughout 
the 1930s. There was little disagreement between Johnson and faculty members regarding the goals 
of the New School or how it should present itself to the outside world. These intellectual congruencies 
engendered the University in Exile’s acceptance by American academics. 

The faculty’s American acceptance was reflected in the very positive reviews their essay 
collections received in scholarly journals. For example, Merle Fainsod called the New School’s 
1937 collection Political and Economic Democracy “suggestive,” “stimulating,” “rewarding,” and, 
in parts, “brilliant.” Fainsod also referred to the Graduate Faculty only as a “distinguished company 
of European scholars [103].” The 1939 collection War in Our Time received similarly positive 
reviews [104]. In the latter case, Nathan Leites referred to the volume’s “high level of analysis [105]”. 
None of these reviews mentioned the faculty’s Jewish demographics. Although there was some 
trepidation about the non-empirical focus of some of the essays, in no way was the New School 
“tainted” as a Jewish institution. These reviews indicate that Johnson and the faculty members 
successfully disassociated the University in Exile and the German-Jewish scholars that largely 
comprised it from Judaism. 
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By 1939, however, the degraded sociopolitical space the Jews occupied in National Socialist 
Germany had become too obvious to ignore. In 1935, the Nazis passed the Nuremberg Laws, which 
forbade marriage and sexual intercourse between Jews and Germans; made it illegal for Jews to 
employ German women under the age of 45 as domestic workers; and stripped Jews of German 
citizenship. In 1938, the Nazis forced Jewish men to adopt the middle name Israel and Jewish 
women to take the middle name Sarah and forbade Jews from attending German schools. These 
laws, coupled with the November 1938 Kristallnacht pogrom, clearly signified not only that the 
Nazis hated the Jews, but that that they had made Jew hatred an organizing principle of German 
society. It was too much for even the Jewish members of the Graduate Faculty, who remained 
committed to a cosmopolitan intellectual identity, to ignore. 

For these reasons, in 1939 the first essay in Social Research dedicated to examining anti-Semitism, 
Erich Kahler’s “Forms and Features of Anti-Judaism,” appeared. Unlike his colleagues, Kahler, a 
Czechoslovakian Jew, highlighted the specifically anti-Jewish aspects of National Socialism. 
Broadly, the essay argued that anti-Semitism was a universal feature of history that could be found 
in all societies in different, yet recurring, forms [106]. In Kahler’s opinion, the modern period of 
anti-Semitism was unique in that for the first time in history, anti-Judaism was not predicated on 
religious hatred, but was rather undergirded by patently false “scientific” racial theories. Unlike 
other faculty members, Kahler placed racial hatred at the center of the National Socialist triumph. 
He declared that the rise of the Nazis had demonstrated the utter failure of cosmopolitan Jewish 
attempts at assimilation. Christians had never accepted the Jews, and “[w]hen the time came,”  
the Nazis made easy “use of popular [anti-Semitic] tendencies which had always lain ready beneath 
the surface” of Christian society [107]. By arguing this, Kahler implicitly rejected the entire 
cosmopolitan project of German and German-speaking Central European Jewry. There was no such 
thing as a Republic of Letters for the Jews to join. In the eyes of their enemies, they would always 
be first and foremost Jews. The Jewish intellectuals had been naïve to believe that their oppression 
could ever end. 

Kahler emphasized that the Nazi attack on the Jews was not only an attack on Judaism, but also 
an attack on the cosmopolitan project of liberal democracy itself. He stressed that because “their 
spiritual law [was] never compatible with an unlimited claim to human power,” the Jews had 
always “stood for democracy, for social equality and for peace [108]”. The fact that the Jews lived 
in all countries also made them a potent symbol of cosmopolitan internationalism. For these 
reasons, Nazi attacks on the Jews were really attacks on the cosmopolitan project and the Nazi 
victory signaled this project’s death [109]. 

Kahler’s essay represented a strong blow against the German and Central European cosmopolitan 
ideal still embraced by the Jewish members of the Graduate Faculty. In painstaking detail, Kahler 
elucidated how from antiquity to the present Jew hatred was endemic to western society.  
Anti-Semitism crossed borders and cultures like no other ideology. He implied that it was 
foolhardy for his colleagues to think differently. Their cosmopolitan project, while admirable, had 
ended in defeat. Indeed, in the next years Social Research displayed a new sensitivity to Jewish 
issues. Between 1940 and 1945, the term “Jews” appeared in 45 articles and book reviews; 
“Jewish” in 40; variations on “anti-Semitism” in 17; “Jew” in 16; “Judaism” in 10; and variations 
on “anti-Semitic” in 4. 
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The death of the European cosmopolitan project led to the emergence of a new focus on Jewish 
particularism. However, one must recognize that it was American progressive cosmopolitanism 
that helped save the generation of scholars who found a home at the New School; it was this 
cosmopolitanism that allowed the University in Exile’s faculty members to examine their Jewish 
particularism. Although the cosmopolitan project failed in Central Europe, it partially succeeded  
in America. 

Conclusions 

In Intellectuals in Exile, Claus-Dieter Krohn convincingly demonstrates that the success of the 
University in Exile relied extensively upon receiving the necessary funding to support exiled 
German scholars. In emphasizing the financial structures that undergirded the New School’s 
becoming the largest institutional home for intellectual exiles, however, Krohn largely ignores how 
ideological similarities contributed to the Graduate Faculty’s flourishing. This paper illuminates 
how the cosmopolitan and interest-based congruencies between left wing American progressives 
and German- and Central European-Jewish intellectuals helped engender the University in Exile’s 
achievements by allowing the institution to function well and impelling its acceptance by American 
academics. In demonstrating this, it also explains why in the 1930s Johnson and other faculty 
members devoted so little attention to Jewish issues. 

There still remains much work to be done on the University in Exile’s faculty members’ relationship 
to Judaism. Questions that remain to be answered include: To what degree was the cultural-intellectual 
life of the faculty members “Jewish,” that is to say, informed by Jewish cultural traditions? Were 
Johnson and faculty members speaking in a coded language when referring to the New School’s 
“German” professoriate? How did de-emphasizing the faculty members’ Judaism affect how 
Jewish donors like Halle viewed the Graduate Faculty? Did faculty members discuss their Judaism 
in publications outside of Social Research? If so, how? What, if any, were the New School 
scholars’ opinions regarding Zionism? How did the faculty members relate to the New York 
intellectuals, many of whom were Jewish? These and other questions open up fruitful areas of 
future research. 
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Abstract: Karl Löwith (1897–1973) and Erich Auerbach (1892–1957) were assimilated 
German Jewish scholars who came to America during and after World War II. In the 
early 1940s both émigrés wrotetheir masterpieces From Hegel to Nietzsche and 
Mimesis in Japan and Turkey. In these books, the philosopher as well as the philologist, 
provide a certain philosophy of history forced by the historical crisis of Europe. The 
differences in their viewpoints can clearly be seen in their decisive judgments on 
Goethe and the French Revolution. The comparison first looks at the question what 
impact the reality of being expelled from the German University of Marburg had on the 
development of their thoughts. The expanding war and the persecution of the European 
Jews is taken into account as well. The second focus is directed on the experience both 
made at the American East Coast and how this might have influenced their later 
writings namely Meaning in History and Philology of World-Literature. And at last the 
question is raised which significance the Jewish-Christian background had for Löwith 
and Auerbach especially for their attitude towards the religious sphere. 

Keywords: Auerbach; Löwith; exile; philosophy of history; Mimesis; Hegel; 
Nietzsche; Goethe 

 

1. Different Philosophies of History in Exile: From Hegel to Nietzsche and Mimesis 

Karl Löwith (1897–1975) and Erich Auerbach (1992–1957) were assimilated German-Jewish 
scholars who emigrated to the United States during the 1940s. Their files in the records of the 
Emergency Committee in Aid of Displaced Foreign Scholars show that the philosopher and the 
philologist were highly esteemed in the American academy. Löwith had written two impressive 
books on Jacob Burckhardt [1] and Nietzsche [2] and Auerbach was widely acknowledged as the 
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author of Dante—Poet of the Secular World [3]. This paper will compare their different 
philosophies of history by focusing mainly on later works written during exile. 

Löwith spent several years in Rome before he had a call for a professorship at the University of 
Sendai in late 1936. From Japan he reached the American East Coast just before Pearl Harbor. He 
taught mostly at a small Theological Seminary in Hartford and for a short term at the New School 
in New York. Auerbach survived the Holocaust in Istanbul, directly on the border between Europe 
and Asia, holding the privileged position as a professor of Romance Philology. The masterly 
quality of Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature published shortly after the 
war in Switzerland paved his way to Yale [4]. The book was first conceived in 1942 shortly after 
Löwith had finished his study From Hegel to Nietzsche. The Revolutionary Thought in 19th 
Century [5] in Japan. 

Both books are comparable in their leitmotifs. They provide the reader with decisive perspectives 
on progress and meaning in history. Their authors can be seen as typical representatives of liberal 
“Bildungsbürgertum” without real interest in politics until Hitler came to power. From Löwith we 
know that he held Thomas Mann’s Reflections of an Unpolitical Man [6] in high esteem even 
during the Weimar years. And it is no wonder that he was fascinated in those years by Heidegger’s 
contempt for the public world of the “they” [7]. Although Auerbach had sympathies with left-wing 
liberal thinking since the Weimar years, his own thoughts turned away from the public sphere as 
can be seen from his enthusiasm for Montaigne’s retreat from the public. The Essais appeared to 
him as a new bible for cosmopolitan intellectuals aspiring to lead a more private life, concentrating 
on the communication with books and writing [8]. The little university town of Marburg offered 
both the chance of living in such an ivory tower. 

After Hitler came to power, things became different. In the beginning, the fact that Auerbach 
and Löwith had served as soldiers in the First World War preserved them from the bitter fate of 
being expelled from academic paradise. The Nuremberg Laws made an end of this in 1935. The 
philosopher had wisely taken the opportunity offered by a grant of the Rockefeller Foundation to 
move to Italy, while the philologist—more privileged as a full professor—tried as long as he could 
to stay in Marburg. In the portrait of Stendhal given later in Mimesis, Auerbach's own experience 
of late disenchantment is mirrored: “From his sketch of his life it should appear that he first 
reached the point of accounting for himself […] when he was seeking a haven in his `storm-tossed 
boat’, and discovered that, for his boat, there was no fit and safe haven [9].” 

The decisive impact the political events had on their lives left its traces in their works. Löwith 
reflected his growing awareness of the historical world in a letter written while preparing for the 
great journey to Japan. According to this retrospect his first book The Individual in the Role of 
Fellow Man confined itself to the understanding of the inner world based on the idea of existential 
dialogue [10]. At the end of the Weimar-period his comparative study Max Weber and Karl Marx 
took a step further by focusing on “modern man as a private person in bourgeois society” [11]. 
However, it was only after 1933 that the historical world and its political changes became a serious 
question for Löwith. He tried to develop a philosophical answer writing about life and work of 
Nietzsche and Jacob Burckhardt in separate books. Burckhardt’s stoic ethics were for him the most 
sympathetic reaction to revolutionary times, as his later work From Hegel to Nietzsche confessed 
with a self-critical tendency: “[…] a resignation without profit; for renunciation is easy when it 
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renounces most [12].” The review on Burckhardt’s famous Reflections on History written in the 
early American exile spoke of the historian as a “contemporary” who already saw a hundred years 
ago what would come to full knowledge only in the twentieth century: “All his amazing prophecies 
of military totalitarianism are not a mere guess but an exact deduction from his diagnosis of 
European history since the French Revolution. Hence it is possible for the first time to understand 
Burckhardt’s vision and comprehension in their full depth and significance and to appreciate what 
he called his ‘malism’, i.e., a full look at the worst [13].” 

The answer Auerbach was looking for in the tumults of history was more hopeful. Provoked by 
the question of a German assistant, he wrote in October 1938 how irritated he was by "all the evil 
that’s happening”: “From my biography, my profession, and my writing it is clear why these heavy 
claims on my time persistently pursue me and why each moment of my life strengthens them. I 
know well what the most general rules and direction of the expected renewal must be. I know well 
enough how to reject all distorted, false and half measures and ideas. Only it is not concrete, not 
yet. The consequence: I am a teacher who does not concretely know what he should teach [14].” 
Writing Mimesis he made up his mind about possible progress in history and focused on the French 
Revolution without any hesitation as the positive turning point of human emancipation [15]. 

This attitude was historically rooted in the nineteenth century when many European Jews—and 
not only the liberal ones—expressed their deep gratitude to the French Revolution because of its 
impact on their liberation. An example can be seen in Heinrich Graetz and his Popular History of 
the Jews where one finds a whole chapter “The French Revolution and the Emancipation of the 
Jews” with the opening sentence: „The French Revolution was a judgment sent to expiate the sins 
of a thousand years in one day [16].“ For Löwith, whose family had gained a status of upper 
bourgeois wealth and security early on, this thankful attitude towards the French Revolution never 
seemed to hold any attraction. On the contrary: It was for him the beginning of the end as will be 
seen later. 

Common to both German Jews was the Hegelian framework of their philosophies of history. 
Although Löwith had been writing against any idea of progress since his early study Burckhardt’s 
Attitude towards Hegel’s Philosophy of History [17], he kept Hegel’s perspective on a meaningful 
progress which had first been pronounced in Germany by Kant in his Idea for a Universal History 
with a Cosmopolitan Purpose (1784) [18]. Auerbach was also fascinated by this idea tracing it 
back to Giambattista Vico’s idea of “Divine Providence”. Along with Vico, Auerbach believed that 
the human standpoint as a provisional one was not able to reveal the deeper truth of the historical 
process, only changing aspects could be seen [19]. 

But Auerbach was at least convinced that the revolutionary perspective provided man with a 
progressive margin of hope. Therefore one finds in Mimesis a remark on Karl Marx which states 
him to be the historically most important eye opener for the “presently visible germs of the concrete  
future” [20]. From Hegel to Nietzsche argues just in the opposite direction, denouncing any value 
that might emerge from revolutionary activities. In 1939 there is not much left of Löwith’s early 
interest in Marx’ criticism of economic injustice. It is no wonder that Löwith read Tocqueville 
against the original intention of Democracy in America as someone who wass judging the 
American Revolution negatively as the beginning of a “democratic despotism” [21]. 
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2. Controversial Views on Goethe and his Attitude Towards Reality 

We do not know whether Auerbach was familiar with Tocqueville and his Democracy in 
America, but Mimesis mirrors indirectly the famous insight that the democratic progress is worth a 
personal tribute: “[Goethe] foresaw a shallowing of intellectual life; he saw nothing to make up for 
such a loss [22].” Auerbach drew a sketch of the German classical figure as a conservative who 
knew well that the French Revolution meant a turning point in the development of modern 
emancipation. Twice he quoted the famous words Goethe spoke after the defeat of the old 
European forces at Valmy in 1792: “Today a new stage in history has begun and you can say that 
you were witness to its birth.” Auerbach’s first comment in a lecture of 1941 stressed the deep 
ambivalence which emerged out of the awareness of the objective importance on the one side and 
the subjective inclination against the “revolutionary movement” on the other: “The statement 
shows his apprehension. […] At the same time, he was not in favor of the uprising he felt sure 
would be victorious. Until the end of his life, he shrank from any movement which resembled an 
uprising of the people [23].”  

In Mimesis the criticism is developed further and more polemically. The reader is confronted 
with Goethe’s confession of belonging to the aristocratic world of Weimar and of being alienated 
from his roots as a “Bürger” of Frankfurt [24]. The book describes Goethe’s fear of social 
emancipation and explains it through his affinity for stable and secure conditions as necessary 
means for his self-cultivation. The reader has to face an embarrassing quotation of Goethe which 
confirms the repressive politics of restoration as long as the realm of science is not affected: “State 
and church may be able to show cause why they should declare themselves dominant; insofar they 
are dealing with the recalcitrant masses, […] but in the sciences the most absolute freedom is 
necessary [25].” 

According to Auerbach this deeply conservative and self-absorbed attitude is responsible for the 
confinement of the horizons of Goethe’s autobiographical writings which were not reflecting 
society in its actual dynamics as “the germ of developments in process and in the future [26].” 
Their beginnings are traced back by Mimesis to the French Revolution: "For Europe there began 
that process of temporal concentration, both of historical events themselves and of everyone’s 
knowledge of them, which has since made tremendous progress and which not only permits us to 
prophecy a unification of human life throughout the world but has in a certain sense already 
achieved it. Such a development abrogates or renders powerless the entire social structure of orders 
and categories previously held valid [27].” 

In From Hegel to Nietzsche things are turned upside down. Goethe is highly praised for his 
literary engagement against "democratic leveling and industrialization“ and Löwith with great 
affirmation quotes from a late letter: “I see a time coming when God will no longer have pleasure 
in it; he will once more have to destroy everything to make room for a renewed creation [28].” The 
"chasm of the great French Revolution" is seen as the “beginning of a whole `Age of Revolutions’, 
in which the masses were to win from the upper classes an independent political power [29].” 
Löwith welcomed the criticism with which Goethe faced the democratic claims of the literary 
youth and their enthusiasm for the revolutionary emancipation: "There are many excellent young 
people, but the idiots all want to begin at the beginning, independently, … without help, […] I look 
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upon this course of events since 1789 [30].” He saw Goethe as a bastion against the false ideas 
which were leading the authors of “Young Germany” [31]. 

Ludwig Börne and Heinrich Heine are mentioned by Löwith as two of the leading figures of this 
movement. Both have in common that they decided to be baptized in order to make their way in 
German society. They knew too well that the time of restoration had withdrawn all the rights the 
French Revolution and the later Code Napoleon had brought for the Jewish people in Germany. 
Börne stressed this personal experience of repression as stimulating for the development of his 
deep sense of liberty: “Yes, since I was born as a slave, I love freedom more than you [32].” And 
Heinrich Heine pointed out in his very polemical essay on Börne that his criticism on Goethe as an 
adversary of emancipation was mainly influenced by his origin from the Frankfurter ghetto called 
“Judengasse” [33]. 

This may be taken as a hint that Auerbach who called Goethe ironically a “burgher’s son in that 
class-conscious social order” might have been influenced by this motive also [34]. However, one 
finds in Mimesis not one word on Goethe’s negative attitude towards Jewish emancipation [35]. 
The leitmotif of this history of Western literature is human emancipation as such driven into reality 
by the French Revolution. Only indirectly one can find in Mimesis a trace linking Auerbach’s 
criticism on Goethe to Jewish history and a Jewish perspective. 

We cannot follow this question further at this point and have to sum up: Goethe is seen by 
Auerbach as the exemplary defender of the old world of separated strata, a world which is opposing 
the development of human emancipation. The accusation is: According to this perspective Goethe 
did not care for the dynamic process of social change, and all his attention to external reality was 
limited by the question whether it would provide optimal conditions for his inner development. On 
the other hand, Auerbach was aware that the dynamic perspective he preferred was not easy to keep 
on the track of self-cultivation: “He who would account to himself for his real life and his place in 
human society is obliged to do so upon a far wider practical foundation and in a far larger context 
than before, and to be continually conscious that the social base upon which he lives is not constant 
for a moment but is perpetually changing through convulsions of the most various kinds [36].” 

Exactly this instability of the modern world was the reason why Löwith was attracted to the 
conservative attitude of Goethe. In a world of permanent crisis provoked by various ideas of 
possible progress, he saw the representative of Weimar classics as one of the few who had pointed 
out at an early stage the dangers of the disastrous dynamics of the ideas of 1789. Therefore, Löwith 
claimed in the tradition of Goethe that a society should reserve privileged and stable positions for 
those who were willing to become themselves. 

3. Viewpoints in America: Meaning in History and Philology and ‘Weltliteratur’ 

During their American years both scholars partly changed their opinions about the possiblity of 
progress in history and its impact on their personal lives. Some hints of this will become obvious 
through a comparison of their decisive texts written around 1950. 

One can sense in reading Meaning in History. Theological Implications of the Philosophy of 
History that Löwith must have been in close contact with Protestant thoughts for a long while. His 
teaching in Hartford provided him with detailed knowledge of the dialectics of eschatological 
belief. Evidently Löwith’s picture was also influenced by Max Weber’s classical study The 
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Protestant Ethics and the ‘Spirit’ of Capitalism. However, he was not interested in deepening 
Weber's sociological analysis forty years later in new circumstances. Rather he wanted to show the 
general difficulties faced by any belief in earthly progress, which was the secularized version of the 
Protestant belief. Positively stated, he was fascinated by the times of early Christianity where ethics 
were not developed at all since one hoped to be rescued soon from the idle ways of the world. For 
Löwith, it was important that this unworldly ethos of the first believers was in its structure similar 
to the ancient ethos of the stoics: “The human result, though not the motivation, of skepticism and 
faith in regard to the outcome of history is the same: a definite resignation, the worldly brother of 
devotion, in the face of the incalculability and unpredictability of historical issues [37].” 

No question, Löwith was skeptical about all zeal for progress and meaning in earthly life. He 
traced back its beginning to the later history of the church when Augustine tried to connect 
systematically the eschatological hope for the “City of God” with the need to do the best for  
the “City of Man.” All modern—scientific and political—ideas of progress were somehow a 
secularized offspring of Christian ethics. Especially the Age of Enlightenment, although it 
demonstrated an anticlerical attitude, was unconsciously bound to this perspective. Löwith was 
therefore no friend of any theory or practice of human progress; for he took the French Revolution 
as an example of its contradictions and cruelties. 

Löwith’s conservative attitude also left him skeptical of American democracy with its claims of 
equal rights and social justice. It is no wonder that he looked for a possibility to return to Old 
Europe as a professor for German. In 1952 he took the opportunity offered by his former colleague 
and friend Hans-Georg Gadamer in Heidelberg. Jürgen Habermas who spent his early years as  
an academic there described Löwith’s attitude as a form of “stoic retreat from historical 
consciousness” [38]. And Dieter Henrich who once visited Löwith in the Swiss mountains drew a 
portrait of him as a “Sceptico Sereno” exclusively contemplating the eternal blue of nature [39]. 

Auerbach who remained in America until his sudden death in 1957 avoided all political tendencies 
in his writings. His essay Epilogemena to Mimesis was surely written in awareness of the McCarthy 
Era, as it defended the book as “far remote” from a “socialist tendency [40].” And in most of his 
later writings the former interest in social justice was then confined to a solely historical perspective 
without turning from Augustine’s religious ideas to the modern prospect of emancipation and its 
revolutionary powers. 

However, in his late writings there is one great exception. It is the essay Philology and Weltliteratur 
which Edward Said greatly admired and translated in 1969. Written in honor of a Swiss scholar 
who worked extensively on Goethe’s idea of world-literature [41], Auerbach took the opportunity 
of returning to his dear enemy. But this time his criticism of Goethe and his privileged position was 
rather restrained. One finds him writing with an ironic tone: “[Goethe] gladly avoided thoughts 
about what later history has made inevitable. He occasionally acknowledged the depressing 
tendencies of our world, yet no one could then suspect how radically, how unexpectedly an 
unpleasant potential could be realized [42].” 

This particular shift was part of a greater change in Auerbach’s view on the historical process. 
While in Mimesis he had judged the standardization mostly as a temporary “crisis of adjustment” 
[“Anpassungskrise”], he later seemed to have lost his hope for a better future. The conclusion in 
Philology and Weltliteratur reads almost like the one Löwith had given more than a decade earlier 
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in From Hegel to Nietzsche: “The process of leveling proceeds with a greater rapidity than ever 
before. Standardization, in short, dominates everything. All human activity is being concentrated 
either into European-American or into Russian-Bolshevist patterns [43].” Since the year Auerbach 
spent at Princeton’s Institute for Advanced Studies in 1948 which provided him with contacts with 
great humanist scholars like Erwin Panofsky, in Yalehe later became more and more part of the 
privileged class of distinguished scholars without political interests. 

This academic career and the public interest which some chapters of Mimesis had gained in 
Partisan Review were formative for Auerbach’s new view on Goethe. He expressed skepticism 
about whether private circles of cultivated men could still have the radiating power Goethe had in 
the classical period: “Certain distinguished individuals, small groups of highly cultivated men 
always have enjoyed […] an organized cultural exchange: they will continue to do so. Yes this sort 
of activity has little effect on culture or on the reconciliation of peoples: it cannot withstand the 
storm of opposed vested interests [44].” Therefore he claimed a different way of embedding the 
“conception of Weltliteratur” in modern times when science had become the only “myth”. Only a 
synthetic form of cultural history could preserve the perspective of “Weltliteratur” and self-
orientation; however, only if written by scholars whose talent was rooted both in arts and science: 
“In this manner, the full range of the spiritual movements of the last thousand years will not 
atrophy within [the cultures].” Auerbach drew a hopeful prospect: “And only this much can be 
said, that for an age of transition such as ours the effect could be very significant. It may well be 
that this effect might also help to make us accept our fate with more equanimity [45].” 

On first view, it is astonishing that Auerbach does not mention Mimesis as an example for a 
synthetic way of writing cultural history. From the first chapter on Homer and the Bible drawing 
the famous polarization between literary perspectives of fore- and background to the great finale on 
the contradictions of modern individualism seen in the works of Proust, Joyce and Woolf, Mimesis 
is a synthetic and secular history of human “self-expression” written—as the late essay says—“as if 
according to plan [46].” However, Auerbach decided to illustrate his argumentation by a rather 
ambiguous example writing about his rival Ernst Robert Curtius and his masterwork European 
Literature and the Latin Middle Ages [47]: “In its best parts this book is not a mere agglomeration 
of many items, but a radiation outwards from a few items [48].” 

One thing Mimesis had in common with Curtius’ book was the strong focus on the Christian-
Catholic thinking from Augustine to the Middle Ages, although both were fashioning outlooks on 
modern times. In regard to Auerbach, this is illustrated by the legendary story told by him 
personally that a monastic library in Istanbul became decisive for the book since it provided him 
with a complete edition of the Church Fathers. In his last book Literary Language and its Public in 
Late Latin Antiquity and in the Middle Ages this perspective gained an exclusive importance [49]. 
The Jewish tradition which stood in the beginning of Mimesis had vanished totally. Instead, 
Auerbach proclaimed Paul to be the key-figure who replaced the Biblical thought of the Jewish 
claim on God, with the idea of a world-religion. Augustine then provided this dimension with 
philosophical arguments and a suggestive prose during the decline of the Roman Empire. 

No wonder that Philology and Weltliteratur closed with a prospect which reminds one of the 
romantics who also looked back to the Middle Ages as a time of a inspiring faith and wholeness of 
thought. Auerbach claimed in this sense the renaissance of the spirit of this past: “We must return, 
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in admittedly altered circumstances, to the knowledge that prenational medieval culture already 
possessed: the knowledge that the spirit [Geist] is not national.” His interpretation of this “spirit” 
recalled two conditions as necessary for cultivating the supranational dimension: “paupertas” and 
“terra aliena.” In other words: Poverty and alienation from the world were attitudes of the early 
Church Fathers, the Desert Fathers, and the medieval monastic reformers who made it vivid again 
during the Middle Ages. All of those believers took the world as something provisional while their 
love belonged to the eternal home. Auerbach quoted Hugh of St. Victor, a medieval monk in the 
tradition of Augustine and Plato. His praise for the higher world is illustrated by a climax devided 
in three steps: “Delicatus ille est adhuc cui patria dulcis est, fortis autem cui omne solum patria 
est, perfectus vero cui mundus totus exilium est…” In other words: “The patriotic attitude is fine, 
but the cosmopolitan one more worthwhile; and perfection lies in the ethos of the man for whom 
the whole world seems to be a place of exile”. Auerbach’s reading is secular and underlines the 
importance of the quote for a modern man without a religious belief who has become disenchanted 
with faith in earthly progress and meaning: “Hugo intended these lines for one whose aim is to free 
himself from a love of the world. But it is a good way also for one who wishes to earn a proper 
love for the world [50].” 

One can sum up: After his years in Istanbul, Auerbach withdrew more and more from the social 
hope that had inspired Mimesis. Instead his last essay ended with the ironic turn that the leveling 
power of standardization may fulfill the dream of equal rights on the lowest possible level. He only 
kept the idea that books like Mimesis written between art and science could give guidance for the 
spiritual self-orientation for those who were still individually driven by the questions of the 
Western tradition. In their search for meaning, the Christian attitude of the Middle Ages could be 
helpful in reducing the expectation of worldly progress. 

Without doubt by taking this position the late Auerbach moved closer towards Löwith. The only 
meaning history still had, was to demonstrate how right those were who saw the world as a place of 
exile. All one could do was to develop an ethos of “equanimity” facing history as a provisional 
realm without believing in a higher world of redemption. 

4. Epilogue 

Since this journal issue is organized in the framework of “Jewish Studies,” it is useful to close 
with short remarks about the role Jewish thought played for the scholars. Without doubt: Erich 
Auerbach wrote his works—except for the first chapter of Mimesis—mostly from the perspective 
of the Catholic and partly Protestant traditions. The Confidential Information Auerbach gave to the 
American Rescue Committee in fall of 1935 underlined his deep inclination to the Christian world: 
“I belong to the religious community of Jewish belief, but I am indebted by my works to Christian-
theological circles, mostly of Catholic provenience [51].” In a private letter of 1941 recently 
published one finds an astonishingly harsh criticism of the Jewish religion as a dead body of 
dogmatic thoughts [52]. Only in the form of the secularized idea of socialism was Auerbach able to 
keep the piety towards the Jewish traces of this movement. But he focused strongly on the 
Christian ways of secularization. And in the Epilegomena to Mimesis he even spoke about cutting 
off the provocative Jewish beginnings of his book where he had been stressing the anthropological 
deepness and earnestness of the biblical story of Abraham against the shallow and easy narrative 
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Greek epos on Odysseus: “I considered for a moment letting the Homer chapter fall entirely by  
the wayside. For my purposes it would have sufficed to begin with the time around the birth of 
Christ [53]”. In this respect his last methodological essay, only published after Auerbach’s death, 
totally neglects the importance his famous book had given to the Jewish heritage for the enrollment 
of Western thought and literature: “In Mimesis […] I was able, however inadequately, to disclose 
something of the influence of Christianity on the development of literary expression, and even to 
throw light on an aspect of the development of European culture since antiquity [54].” 

What did Löwith think of Jewish tradition? He was born into a socially accepted family of 
assimilated Jews, being baptized in a Protestant church in Munich. Later he married the daughter of 
the director of a Protestant Gymnasium in Berlin. The Christian world was also decisive for his 
later intellectual orientation; especially since his days as a student of Heidegger when he was 
taking part in the circle of Protestant theologians in Marburg. But already around 1920 he 
recognized his own Jewish roots as a social reality since a close friend of his youth cut off all ties 
with him after having become a disciple of a still widely unknown anti-Semite called Adolf Hitler. 
After 1933 Löwith quoted Franz Rosenzweig who can be seen as a Hegelian philosopher with a 
Jewish belief to point out “`that the liberal German-Jewish standpoint on which nearly all of 
German Jewry had a place for close to a hundred years’ had become so isolated today [55].” But 
this experience did not change his affinity to the “Lebenswelt” of cultural Protestantism in which he 
had been raised. Writing in 1942 on Martin Heidegger and Franz Rosenzweig he took the 
opportunity of describing himself as someone who was “only a Christian in the way one is German 
or French” and not “a believing Jew or a pious gentile” [56]. 

Nevertheless as a secular philosopher raised up in the tradition of German Protestant culture, in 
the years of emigration and the tyranny of Hitler Löwith took a great interest in Biblical writings 
which were concerned with the sufferings of man. And therefore it is no wonder that Löwith closed 
the epilogue of his autobiographical sketch of 1939 with a classic quote from the Old Testament. 
The words of Job could and can be read in the stoic perspective of insightful resignation: “Man 
born of woman is short-lived and full of disquiet. He blossoms like a flower and then withers; he 
slips away like a shadow and does not stay. (Job 14: 1–2, New English Bible) [57].” 
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Abstract: In response to Nazi exclusion of the Jews from German society on racial 
grounds, Erich Auerbach (1892–1957), a secular Jewish intellectual inspired by cultural 
Protestantism and Catholicism, formed a vision of a cosmopolitan Judeo-Christian 
civilization that reintegrated the Jews as biblical founders and cultural mediators. But 
the integration expunged any mark of traditional Jewishness. Focusing on Christian 
figurative thinking (typology), Auerbach viewed the binding of Isaac through the 
crucifixion, and contemporary Jews as civilization’s (unwilling and undeserving) 
martyrs. In the aftermath of the Holocaust, his cosmopolitanism reached a crisis, 
reflected in his postwar vision of Western decline. The progressive mandarin who had 
begun his intellectual life elevating Dante’s care for everyday life and sympathizing 
with French realist social critique ended endorsing Hugh of St. Victor’s alienation from 
reality and Pascal’s acquiescence in totalitarian rule. 
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1. Introduction 

Among the Jewish émigrés who sought sanctuary in World War II on the outskirts of the old 
continent, in Istanbul University, was literary historian and philologist Erich Auerbach (1892–1957), 
author of the monumental Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature (1946) [1,2]. 
In 1947 he immigrated to the U.S. and sent Mimesis to an admired German author, Thomas Mann, 
who was commuting between his U.S. war refuge in Palisades Heights and his postwar European 
one in Ascona, Switzerland. Mimesis’ “central theme, European realism, has the greatest attraction 
for me,” responded Mann in 1949. “Your approach, treating [realism] historically and tracking the 
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everlasting artistic disposition for it through the centuries carries a pedagogical message” [3]. 
Neither of them spoke openly about the Holocaust. Ironically, Mann resurrected biblical myth to 
respond to Nazi racial one, whereas Auerbach saw Mann’s realism, and biblical insistence on truth 
as opposed to classical myth, as the only proper response. But both questioned the German 
humanist focus on the classical and the claim to ownership over it, and both resurrected the Hebrew 
Bible to challenge the hegemony of the classical heritage in German culture. In ways often 
underappreciated, secular German and Jewish intellectuals responded to National Socialism by 
reaffirming a Judeo-Christian Western tradition [4,5]. 

2. Vico and Dante: A Jewish Cultural Protestant in Weimar Germany 

Born to an affluent and German acculturated Berlin Jewish family, Auerbach grew up in a 
predominantly Jewish neighborhood in Charlottenburg, and attended the French gymnasium 
(französisches Gymnasium), first established by Huguenot exiles and now carrying on French 
cultural traditions. Auerbach was by no means an accomplished student, but republican France 
became his second Heimat and his future pursuit of romance languages owed much to this early 
French exposure. Son of a jurist, he pursued law, earning a doctoral degree from Heidelberg in 
1913. In Heidelberg, he apparently made the acquaintance of several members of the Max Weber 
circle, including Georg Lukàcs, Walter Benjamin, and Karl Jaspers [6,7]. French sympathies made 
no dent in his German patriotism: He served on the western front in WWI, was wounded and 
decorated. The loss of friends was traumatic but, like the Holocaust later, he consigned it to silence. 
Auerbach’s literary concerns alone alluded to the pain, loss and injustice of a cruel and 
unpredictable world. 

Returning to civil life, Auerbach sought a change of profession. In 1921, he earned a second 
doctorate in Romance philology with a dissertation on French and Italian early Renaissance novellas. 
The rise of the novella, he suggested, reflected the historical transition from the medieval to the 
Renaissance world, the rise of Renaissance man, conscious of his individuality, seeing himself in 
the midst of earthly life (irdischen Dasein) [8]. His early publications, dedicated to Dante, launched 
into arguments he would pursue throughout life. Dante’s characters in The Divine Comedy, though 
they inhabited Hell, Purgatory and Paradise, forever retained their earthly nature. Auerbach 
celebrated Dante as a German poet, an Italian who joined, as Shakespeare did, a German-European 
pantheon [9–11]. Dante spoke to Germany’s spiritual crisis because he conveyed confidence in the 
viability of a Christian community and a providentially guided universe, where rewards and 
punishments were justly meted, and the protagonists’ character was their destiny. This confidence, 
Auerbach recognized, was now woefully lost. He was groping for a literary sensibility appropriate 
to a secularized Christian culture, for a dignified attention to the social world, to everydayness 
(täglichen Dasein). 

“A Prussian of the Mosaic faith,” Auerbach described himself in the dissertation’s bio [12]. In 
1923, he married Marie Mankiewitz, daughter to an affluent Jewish family (the largest private 
shareholder of Deutsche Bank) [13]. He gave his son, born later that year, the distinctly Christian 
name Clemens, and did not have him circumcised (until a doctor recommended the procedure for 
medical reasons fourteen years later) [14]. There was nothing traditionally Jewish in Auerbach’s 
education or culture. He accepted the liberal Protestant view, articulated by theologian and 
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historian Adolf von Harnack, that postbiblical Judaism no longer retained its intellectual vitality 
and became obsolete, a particularist religion in a universal Christian world. Yet the liberal 
Protestant call to Jews to convert and become part of the German nation never seemed to tempt 
him, and he remained a member of the Jewish community. Unlike Franz Werfel, he did not think of 
the Jews, in an Augustinian fashion, as witnesses to Christian truth. A cultural Christian of Jewish 
origins, he could not believe in Jesus as Christ, and accepted his Jewish fate with composure [15]. 

Cultural Protestantism shaped Auerbach’s view of contemporary life. He thought that secularization 
and historicism created a cultural crisis that left the world disenchanted, devoid of firm cultural 
norms. A student of philosopher and theologian Ernst Troeltsch (1865–1923)—he attended 
Troeltsch’s seminar and belonged to his circle in the Weimar Republic’s early years—Auerbach 
searched for the secular equivalent of Christian religious ideals [16,17]. Harnack and Weber, too, 
inspired his historical mode of inquiry but all three, Harnack, Troeltsch and Weber, left him 
without answers. Like them, he was willing to see modern cultural values as vouched in the nation, 
but they lacked his social sensitivity. He viewed the Christian concern for the poor as exemplary of 
attentiveness to daily life, and upheld St. Francis as the embodiment of authenticity [18]. His 
fascination with the sacred and his affinity for the downtrodden were reminiscent of Expressionist 
artists and writers. Weber made light of such sensibilities, but they became the overriding theme of 
Auerbach’s lifelong work [19]. 

Troeltsch represented liberal historical theology pushed to its limits. His history denuded 
Christianity of supernaturalist claims, the Incarnation included. Jesus became a world historical 
figure, embodying humanity’s aspirations, founder of a Christian culture that evolved into Europe’s 
legacy. Troeltsch’s comparative study of world religions progressively disrupted his sense of 
Christian and European superiority. The cultural relativism historicism occasioned was palpable 
and painful to him, a Protestant theologian, and he looked back longingly to medieval Europe as an 
integral civilization free of doubt. Yet, even in the aftermath of WWI, Troeltsch was still hoping, 
against hope, that history would reveal a transcendental pattern [20,21]. 

Troeltsch’s Jesus, a world historical figure, became a point of departure for Auerbach’s life-long 
work. Like Troeltsch, Auerbach secretly believed that history displayed divine intentions and 
searched his entire life for patterns rendering its meaning. Like him, he longed for past 
communities where God and man cohabited peacefully. National Socialism constituted a caesura 
because it became impossible for Auerbach to reconcile “all the evil that is happening” with “God 
and the eternal world” [22]. He never ceased searching for meaning in history but, in the post-
Holocaust years, hope would be gone. 

Much as Troeltsch and Auerbach craved meaningful patterns, they rebuffed the Hegelian 
confidence in a universal history, and refused a unifying narrative integrating the plurality of 
cultures. In Oswald Spengler’s The Decline of the West, Troeltsch saw a monistic history, hostile to 
liberal culture [23]. Seeking counter models, Troeltsch encouraged Auerbach to study the Italian 
philosopher of history, Giambattista Vico (1668–1744), who was not well known in Germany at 
the time. To Vico, culture was a human creation, and history a succession of epochs, represented in 
a plurality of nations, each an aspect of the divine. His “world of nations” consisted of civil 
societies at divergent stages of development spread around the globe, following a pattern, leading 
from aristocratic polities, imagining gods and heroes governing, to rational organization in 
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monarchies and republics. Troeltsch and Auerbach found in Vico a history accentuating cultural 
pluralism, divinely inspired but human made. Vico became the site for the interplay of tensions 
between universalism and pluralism, divine and human, which Auerbach never wished to resolve 
or think to their end, allowing them to coexist and motivate his work. 

As Auerbach became, in 1923, a librarian at the Prussian National Library, he had the leisure to 
translate Vico’s Scienza Nuova and engage his views on language, culture and history [24,25]. 
“Vico’s conception of philology and of the ‘world of nations’,” he said in the postwar years (when 
he thought the world of nations was approaching its end), “complemented and molded, in my 
thinking and in my work, the ideas deriving from German historicism” [26]. Auerbach’s distaste 
for Cartesian rationalism and French classicism, his consciousness of the multiple perspectives 
available into a historical period, his historical philology and contextual approach to literature, and 
his interpretive reenactment of historical agents, all reflected an adaptation of German historicism 
via Vico. He rejected only Vico’s cyclical historical determinism, which was too reminiscent of 
Spengler. In “Vico und Herder” (1932), he suggested that Vico parted with Christian transcendentalism 
by having providence work its way immanently through history, a move toward secularization [27]. 
Yet, Vico did not question the individual’s relationship to God, and, like Vico, Auerbach was 
content to live with the tension between an immanent history and a transcendently oriented 
individual. He declined to move toward an emphatically secular historicism. 

Vico made it easier for Auerbach to escape, if only barely, the traps of Heidegger and the 
“Conservative Revolution.” Auerbach admired Stefan George—his Dante book was, at points, 
reminiscent of the hero-worshipping biographies of the George Circle—and he thought Heidegger  
a profound thinker. “An awful fellow,” he said after WWII, “I am glad I did not fall into his hands 
when I was young.” “But,” he added, “he had substance” [28,29]. In the Weimar years, young 
academic Germany turned against formal and idealist philosophy in search of authenticity. The 
poet embodied authenticity, whether in the aristocratic heroic fashion of the George Circle or in 
Heideggerian overcoming of the “everydayness of existence” (Alltäglichkeit des Daseins). One 
sought to explore the “life-world” as it revealed itself, uncorrupted by the traditional philosophical 
pursuit of objectivity [30,31]. “Everydayness” became a central motif for Auerbach but with a 
“progressive” twist, one affirming the grandeur of the daily struggles of the downtrodden [32]. He 
made literary concern for the everyday tragic the acid test of modern literature, and he judged the 
success of literary realism by its grasp of concrete social life. He found the seventeenth-century 
French classical tragedian, Racine, empty because his characters did not emerge from daily life, 
and he lauded Proust for having captured the earthly world [33,34]. Auerbach “democratized” 
George’s search for the hero via the “everyday tragic” and rechanneled Heideggerian “everydayness” 
via Vico, rendering it more sociocultural, less existential. 

If Vico made a democratic redirection of “everydayness” possible, Auerbach’s politics remained 
unclear, until National Socialism forced him to clarify it. Marxist literary critic Walter Benjamin 
(1892–1940) and philosopher Ernst Bloch (1885–1977) were his houseguests in the early 1920s, 
but his cultural politics was not leftist. His student, literary historian Werner Krauss (1900–1975), 
remembered him as a liberal nationalist. “You know me sufficiently … to realize that I can 
understand the motives of your political views,” he wrote historian Erich Rothacker when the latter 
joined the National Socialist Party [35]. “It would pain me much, … if you wanted to deny me the 
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right to be a German.” Until the Nazi triumph, however, the temptations of George’s “secret 
Germany” (which included intellectuals of Jewish origin) and of Heidegger’s call for the authentic 
were great. Only when the political order collapsed, and Auerbach faced exclusion as a Jew, did  
he affirm, elliptically, via Christianity, the socially progressive bent of “everydayness”—and his 
own inclusion. 

In 1929 Auerbach published Dante: Poet of the Secular World [36,37]. His book portrayed Dante 
as a transformative realist poet, who broke with allegory and brought out human character—concrete 
and historical. In The Divine Comedy, disembodied spirits in Hell emerge as tragic personalities, as 
if still alive, Cato, a pagan and a suicide, guards Purgatory’s gates (and not a Christian saint, as the 
secular empire was the fount of justice). To Auerbach, Dante captured and transformed classical 
and Christian literary genres, and created new possibilities for literary realism [38]. 

Plato was notoriously suspicious of mimetic reality, poetic or artistic, and Aristotle, considering 
tragedy the noblest genre, “states very clearly that [it] must not represent [reality] as it comes to us, 
in its apparent disorder and disunity [but as] a correction of actual events, a happening superior to 
actual happening” [39]. Classical tragedy depicts “the hero’s final struggle with his destiny, [and it] 
so divides and consumes him that nothing remains of his personality but his age, race, class and the 
most general traits of his temperament” [40]. But with Christ and the crucifixion—that 
“problematic and desperate injustice of an earthly happening”—“the drama of earthly life took on a 
painful, immoderate, and utterly unclassical intensity” [41]. Gospel narratives, focusing on Jesus’ 
life and leading to the Passion, captured this historical drama. Christianity opened up new mimetic 
possibilities, enabling new forms of literary representation. 

To be sure, Christianity relegitimized the earthly world only within the framework of eschatology 
and otherworldly justice. Neoplatonic efforts to allegorize biblical narratives repeatedly tested 
Christianity’s earthly character. But realism persevered, and Dante repossessed, reshaped and 
pushed it further. Envisioning a “happy end” to his otherworldly tour, and using the “vulgar” 
vernacular, Dante, misunderstanding Aristotelian criteria, felt compelled to call his masterpiece a 
comedy. Truly, The Divine Comedy endowed the earthly world with a tragic vision of humanity 
that would not vanish even when secularization did away with Christian eschatology. 

Dante served as Auerbach’s habilitation under philologist, medievalist and Romanist, Leo 
Spitzer (1887–1960). With Spitzer’s endorsement, and the support of Germany’s most eminent 
medievalist, Karl Vossler, Auerbach was appointed, in 1929, to the Marburg chair in romance 
languages, vacated by Spitzer (who had moved to Cologne). Auerbach arrived in Marburg the year 
after Heidegger had left. Philosophers Hans-Georg Gadamer and Karl Löwith and theologian 
Rudolf Bultmann were on the faculty—the last two were close colleagues—and Marburg was 
thought to have a fairly liberal mandarin culture. The Auerbachs would remember their Marburg 
years as a golden age—the time when Erich was a full professor (ordinarius) surrounded by gifted 
students and colleagues, and they lived in a congenial German milieu. 

These were also the turbulent years of the Nazis’ rise to power. The Marburg student 
associations were, as elsewhere, the Nazi avant-garde. Auerbach did his best to distance himself 
from politics and, in 1932, enjoyed a summer vacation with a convertible in Italy. Historian 
Matthias Bormuth observes that Auerbach’s 1932 “The Writer Montaigne” drew the contrast 
between Christian martyrdom and Montaigne’s inner solitude (Einsamkeit), and diverged from 
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Mimesis by sympathizing with Montaigne’s withdrawal from public life to his home [42,43]. 
Feeling vulnerable as an intellectual of Jewish origin seemed to have only reinforced Auerbach’s 
mandarin proclivity to opt for inner freedom when politics was becoming oppressive. Personal 
martyrdom was never an option for him but, in 1932, the ideal itself, which would become a 
subject for contemplation and admiration with WWII, still seemed remote, intangible. 

Other German humanists, in contrast, took an open political stance. They established an 
important context for understanding Auerbach’s work and politics. Leading romance philologist, 
Ernst Robert Curtius (1886–1956), published in 1932 a call for reconstituting a new Christian 
humanism against National Socialism and communism [44]. Curtius was both a literary critic and a 
medievalist, a Protestant fascinated with medieval Catholicism. He introduced T. S. Elliot to 
Germany, and familiarized the Germans with English, French and Italian literature. He regarded 
himself a German cosmopolitan and a European: “My conviction is cosmopolitan (not 
internationalist),” he said, to distance himself from socialist internationalism, “European on the 
basis of impartial … national (not nationalist) feelings” [45]. 

As a leading conservative proponent of German-French reconciliation, and a member of 
international Catholic networks, as the Europäischen Kulturbund, Curtius inveighed against 
nationalism and secularism, and called for an intellectual elite to lead a cultural revival grounded in 
a shared European Christian culture. “Limiting the French message to Enlightenment and 
Revolution overlooks that France has long been the most Christianized European nation [and] 
ignores the best … in the French spirit [and] tradition” [46]. He attacked sociologist Karl 
Mannheim and secular Jews for their historicism, relativism and skepticism, and for their refusal to 
adopt Christianity, humanism and Deutschtum [47,48]. The Jew became signifier for hated 
modernity but this was not simple antisemitism. Curtius’ model for cultural renovation was none 
other than Hugo von Hofmannsthal, the icon of European Catholic cosmopolitanism. 

Auerbach and Curtius shared much. Both represented a younger generation of romance philologists 
who expanded into literary criticism, ranging from classical to medieval to modern. Both were 
German humanists drawn to Dante, French literature and high modernism—Joyce and Proust. Both 
were German cosmopolitans, committed to a Christian European culture and adverse to the 
German nationalist denunciation of France as a Negernation. Both were rooted in “Europe of 
nations,” now threatened by ethnonationalism. But Auerbach did not share Curtius’ deep hostility 
to modernity and could not but sense that drawing Christian culture’s boundaries threatened Jews 
like him. His response to Nazism was more demure and oblique than Curtius’ but also more 
progressive. If Curtius turned to Catholic France, to contemporary poets Paul Claudel and Charles 
Péguy, Auerbach turned to republican France and nineteenth-century French social realism. He 
folded German romanticism into French realism, and declared the French the most authentic 
realists, European culture’s peak achievement. Like other humanists, he sought to build a European 
culture on French-German affinities, a bulwark against Nazism, but his culture was more 
democratic and liberal. 

Auerbach’s 1929 inaugural lecture at Marburg on Dante and the Romantics recouped his past 
work for his new interest in modern realism: He recounted the discovery of Dante by Hegel, 
Schelling and Vico and argued that it reinforced the realistic bent of Romanticism [49]. As he was 
teaching French literature in Marburg, he noticed that the French realists followed a pattern he had 
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observed in Dante, a pattern he now called Stilmischung, the “mixing,” or merging of styles 
through the everyday tragic. Realism ended the classical Stiltrennung (separation of styles) by 
breaking the decorum rules designating the appropriateness of style (and genre) to subject, 
separating noble tragedy from lowly comedy. In his 1933 “Romanticism and Realism,” Auerbach 
claimed Stendhal and Balzac, the great French realists, as inheritors of the Romantic tradition of 
Innerlichkeit (inwardness). Everydayness emerged as central for the Romantics and realists alike, 
and both rejected French classicism and formalism, with their elitist presumptions. Tragic realism 
reflected egalitarianism in the aftermath of the French Revolution. The French may have led the 
trend, but they built on German Romanticism [50]. 

If The Divine Comedy represented a perfect fusion of styles, French classicism, a child of 
French absolutism, was its opposite, a combination of laicism and hierarchy. Auerbach’s 1933 
essay on the emergence of the seventeenth-century French literary public reflected his hostility toward 
classicism [51]. The essay dovetailed with contemporary scholarly interest in court culture and the 
French bourgeoisie, such as expressed in the works of Bernard Groethuysen and Norbert  
Elias [52,53]. Throughout the seventeenth century, a powerless aristocracy and an alienated 
bourgeoisie competed for cultural leadership, the former acquiring empty manners, the latter 
counter-posing salon to court, and claiming that honnêteté (integrity) could be had by all (but the 
common people). But, to Auerbach, the emergent urban public and aristocratic court alike were 
superficial. Absolutism had a stifling effect on public life and culture. 

In contrast, nineteenth-century social realism was the secular equivalent of Christian universalism. 
In “On the Serious Imitation of the Everyday” (1937), Auerbach presented Flaubert’s Madame Bovary 
as an ultimate expression of “existential realism” that probed the depth of being-in-the-world. The 
imitation of everydayness transcended the classical separation between tragic and comic, between 
Racine and Molière, and, for the first time, applied a sophisticated psychology to daily life [54]. 
Rousseau was a central figure in the development of the new literary sensibilities, which reflected 
the democratization of French society in the aftermath of 1789 and 1848. 

In constructing French absolutism, court and classical tragedy as a counter-model to historical 
Christianity, democracy, and mixed literary genres, was Auerbach thinking of 1930s Germany? He 
was too sensitive a historian not to recognize the gap separating racist populism and ethnonationalism 
from aristocratic hierarchy and royal authoritarianism. Yet, in the aftermath of 1933, he developed 
deep suspicion of abstract norms and heroic ideals, of myth and legend, and of hierarchies, and the 
suspicion converged with his contempt towards “the dreadful inauthenticity of ‘blood and soil’ 
propaganda” and Nazi racial hierarchy that made exclusion of the Jews from European culture  
possible [55]. Against classicism and racism alike he posed Christian authenticity: historical truth 
(contrasted with myth), daily life, egalitarianism, the dignity of the oppressed. Racism was 
inauthentic. There were nations, they could be ethnic, and they had each a unique cultural 
character. But German Jews, however different racially, were German because they shared in a 
German European culture inheriting the Judeo-Christian legacy. 

3. “Figura” and Exile: Christian Typology and Jewish Emancipation 

This culture had now to go into exile. As a decorated front soldier, Auerbach escaped the first 
wave of academic dismissals of Jews in the spring of 1933. He attempted, to the very end, to keep a 
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low profile and ride the storm, and advised others to do the same. He told the Romanische 
Forschungen editor, Fritz Schalk, who was under attack by Nazi students at Rostock, to hold his 
nerves, not to provoke the students, and he added: “Something of what the youth want is right. We 
should take the wind out of their sail by accomplishing it better and in a different fashion” [56]. 
What Auerbach found acceptable in Nazi demands is unclear, but Leo Spitzer, who had lost his 
Cologne position in April 1933 and went to Istanbul University, thought that Auerbach betrayed 
the tribal “feeling of solidarity in times of sudden misery” [57]. Auerbach postponed as long as he 
could the mandatory pledge of allegiance to Hitler, but, on September 19, 1934, he took the oath to 
retain his job. Increasingly aware of the untenability of his position, he shifted his teaching duties 
to his assistant, Werner Krauss. On leave in Italy in September 1935, he grasped immediately the 
implications of the Nuremberg Laws, and began looking for a position abroad. 

His suspension came quickly in mid-October. Marburg was determined not to begin the new 
academic year with Jews on the teaching faculty. Auerbach inquired with the Warburg Institute in 
London but they could offer no help. Preferring Europe to the U.S.—Palestine was never 
considered—Auerbach competed with another German Jewish cosmopolite, Victor Klemperer 
(1880–1960), for a professorship in “Western European philology” at Istanbul University. 
Klemperer was, like him, a decorated war veteran and a romance philologist who had just been 
dismissed from his Dresden position. With a letter from Italian philosopher Benedetto Croce (who 
had collaborated with Auerbach on the Vico translation), and with support from the previous chair 
holder, once again Spitzer (who was now going to the U.S.), Auerbach prevailed. He requested, 
and received, a leave from Marburg and permission to take residence abroad. He went to 
Switzerland to brush up on his French and, in September 1936, showed up for his new job in 
Istanbul, the family following him in November. The assimilated Klemperer, married to a non-Jew, 
survived the Holocaust in Germany by a thread. His Diary, published half a century later, Ich will 
Zeugnis ablegen bis zum letzten (I will bear witness to the last), would rivet Europeans [58]. He, a 
cosmopolitan German European was the true German, not the Nazis, he said. “How did you 
manage to survive in Germany?” wondered Auerbach in a postwar letter to Klemperer [59]. 

Auerbach was one of about 130 German exiles to whom Turkey provided refuge from Nazism. 
Istanbul Üniversitesi was a traditional Islamic school reorganized, in 1933, as a university, as part 
of Mostafa Kemal Atatürk’s Westernization and secularization effort. The education ministry 
dismissed many teachers, and looked for Europeans to head newly established departments. For 
obvious reasons, Nazi Germany provided the largest pool of applicants. At one time or another in 
the 1930s, Istanbul University had on its staff such future luminaries as economists Fritz Neumark, 
Wilhelm Röpke and Alexander Rüstow, mathematician Richard von Mises and philosopher Hans 
Reichenbach (the last two connected with the Vienna Circle network), and philologists Leo Spitzer 
and Auerbach [60]. Most were of Jewish origin but they brought with them non-Jewish German 
assistants, and, together, they constituted a German exile community on the Bosporus. They turned 
German humanistic education into a model for Turkish higher learning. Almost all left eventually, 
some before the war, for the U.S. and Switzerland, others returned to Germany after the war. In the 
interim, they shaped a generation of Turkish scholars, and participated in Europeanizing the 
Turkish university [61,62]. 
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Auerbach felt ambivalent about Turkey’s Westernization. As department head, he was 
responsible for the curriculum of European language instruction, wrote a French textbook, and 
helped set up a library catalogue. He needed to lay the ground for all fundamentals of university 
education and negotiate constantly with a recalcitrant bureaucracy [63]. He was not an 
administrator by nature, and, unlike Spitzer and some of his friends, he attempted no Turkish 
immersion. As a German Jewish professor teaching French to Turks, he felt alienated. He despised 
Turkish nationalism and thought the nation-building project destructive: an assault on multiple old 
cultures, an invented barbarous language, and a fictitious secular identity [64,65]. The refugees, he 
was aware, took over positions of Islamic scholars deposed, like them, by secular nationalists and 
were resented by large Turkish constituencies. Vico’s world of nations was running amuck. 
Auerbach held copycat modernization and nationalization from above responsible. 

Istanbul was a war haven but it was exile, and “the bread of exile,” Auerbach quoted Dante, 
“tastes salty” [66]. Like other German émigrés, he lived in the picturesque suburb of Bebek, riding 
the tram to the university in the Beyazit district. He admired the city’s cultural legacy, especially 
the old architecture (and despised modernized quarters), and he enjoyed the colorful scenery and 
gastronomy. He sent his son Clemens to an international school. The low cost of living made a 
decent, if modest, life possible, even as his resources were dwindling during the war. But he felt 
uprooted. He never applied for Turkish citizenship. Once his German travel documents expired in 
1941, he had no clear legal status. The German government was watchful over Germans living in 
Turkey, regarding them as potential cultural ambassadors for the Third Reich. Nazis infiltrated 
émigré clubs and took them over. In 1943, Istanbul University established, over émigré objections, 
a German department under a Nazi. Upon arrival in Istanbul, Auerbach had signed that he would 
not engage in political activity (so as to protect Turkish neutrality). A 1939 German report 
bemoaned that Istanbul University had been judaized (verjudet) and the director of European 
languages was a non-Aryan, a former Marburg professor who could not be trusted. The report 
urged the expatriation of all non-Aryan émigrés. Auerbach was not completely safe [67,68]. 

Exile came as a shock. Auerbach found himself excluded from the German European culture in 
which his scholarship was grounded and of which he was an exponent. German journals were close 
to him, and, in romance philology, there was really no non-German equivalent. His path-breaking 
essays during his Turkish sojourn—two of them in French and English, languages in which he had 
never written—were published in Finnish, Italian and U.S. journals and in new Turkish series. A 
Swiss publisher brought out Mimesis in 1946. Istanbul University had no academic library. Angelo 
Roncalli, future Pope John XXIII and, at the time, the Papal Delegate in Greece and Turkey, 
opened to him the library at the Dominican monastery in San Pietro di Galata, which had the 
complete Patrologia Latina [69]. But the sparse and occasionally incorrect scholarly references in 
his essays made his isolation evident. He was homesick before his first year in Istanbul was over. 
The family took its summer 1937 vacation in Germany. While in Berlin, Clemens was summoned 
by the Gestapo to check on his residence, yet Marie still dared to return the summer after to finish 
family business. On the way back to Istanbul, the Auerbachs travelled via Salzburg, Trieste and 
Athens, clinging to the German European culture they inhabited, refusing to accept their exile [70]. 

Yet, experiencing humiliation and exclusion, observing the collapse of the European order from 
the margins of the continent, and witnessing Turkey’s modernization, Auerbach acquired a 
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measure of distance from European culture and a more global perspective on it. He sensed that he 
was witnessing Europe’s dissolution, and the experience was painful and sobering. Already in the 
fall of 1935, upon reading, in the Neue Zürcher Zeitung, a section of Benjamin’s reminiscences of 
his Berlin childhood around 1900, Auerbach spoke of “memories of a home that vanished so long 
ago!” [71]. His renewed correspondence with Benjamin disclosed nostalgia, mourning and 
redemptive hope for European culture, all mixed. He retained just enough providentialism—or was 
it after all Hegelian historicism?—to assume a moral pattern to history, from which one could 
derive instruction for action. The triumph of National Socialism and the end of Jewish 
emancipation upset this pattern, and he was at a loss, searching for sources of spiritual renewal for 
European civilization. 

The challenge is not to grasp and digest all the evil that’s happening—that’s not too difficult—but 
much more to find a point of departure for those historical forces that can be set against it. To seek for 
them in myself, to track them down in the world, completely absorbs me. The old forces of 
resistance—churches, democracies, education, economic laws—are useful and effective only if they 
are renewed and activated through a new force not yet visible to me [72]. 

Where was he to turn in exile, searching for this new force? Traditional Jews could turn to 
Jacob, their wandering ancestor, and seek comfort and instruction in his travails. As secular a 
Jewish intellectual as sociologist Norbert Elias composed, in 1940 in a British detention camp, 
“The Ballad of Poor Jacob” that retold the wandering Jew story as a parable for the universal 
refugee: “And once again he walked without money a little further into the wide world” [73]. Exile, 
as experience and motif, still tied Auerbach to his Jewish heritage: In Mimesis, he noted in passing 
that “Jacob really [was] a refugee.” He apparently lectured to the Istanbul Jewish community on 
educational issues (something he was unlikely to do in Germany) [74]. But Jewish sources and 
traditions were a closed book to him. One wonders what Auerbach could say to the Jewish community. 

Instead, Auerbach turned to Augustine and Dante, whom he considered the great spiritual  
and literary innovators of the West. The topoi of his exile essays were the Passion, sermo humilis 
and figura: The Passion’s shaping of Western emotions, Augustine’s refashioning of sermo 
humilis—Scriptures’ lowly style when speaking of the sublime—and Dante’s deployment of 
figura, typology, as a bridge between the historical and the transcendent [75–78]. All provided 
models for Christian engagement in the world. All were grounded in the Incarnation and the 
Passion—in Christ human and divine. Werfel believed as a Catholic in the cross and remained 
Jewish as an act of solidarity with his people. Auerbach was just enough secular not to believe in 
the miracle of the cross, and remain Jewish by default, but more than enough cultural Christian to 
uphold the event and the biblical narrative recounting it as world transformative—conveying 
symbols and ideals that nourished Western civilization. He sought the guidance of Augustine and 
Dante as to how to translate theses ideals into Western renovation. 

Augustine, Auerbach thought, lived like him the dissolution of a civilization—that of the 
Western Roman Empire. He remolded Latin to make culture accessible to the common people, 
“fill[ing] this language with new content and giv[ing] it a special style … sermo humilis” [79]. The 
transformation of rhetoric, accompanied by Augustine’s new psychology and ethics, shaped the 
Western understanding of the individual and the literary possibilities for expressing it. Still, 
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Augustine was of limited use to Auerbach. His view of history as an inconsequential interim 
between Christ’s first and Second Coming, of earthly life as a sojourn, a pilgrimage, and an exile 
from the Lord, and of the Roman Empire as a pact of criminals ran contrary to Auerbach’s earthly 
Christian world and to his experience of exile [80]. Augustine would never recognize Auerbach’s 
“everyday tragic.” 

Dante presented a stark contrast to Augustine. The Florentine exile’s views on Christian and 
civic life, like Auerbach’s own, left no place for permanent homelessness. Auerbach’s October 
1938 letter to medievalist Karl Vossler suggested that he began viewing his own exile via Dante’s 
protagonist in The Divine Comedy [81,82]. He found in Dante two models for engaging the world: 
the first, exemplified in “Figura,” drew on the Christian legacy to transform literary style and 
culture, the second, exemplified in Mimesis, shaped a cosmopolitan literary public to become its 
spokesperson. Dante showed how the predicament of exile and the crisis of European culture could 
be overcome through cultural innovation. Standing at the apex of medieval culture and presaging 
the Renaissance, he sustained Auerbach’s hope, prior to WWII, of cultural restoration. 

Whence, Auerbach wondered, The Divine Comedy’s transformative power? How did Dante 
manage, historically, to break with both Christian allegory and the classical decorum and create the 
everyday tragic? Dante’s and medieval literature’s recovery of a patristic mode of biblical exegesis, 
figura, or typology, which entailed an omnitemporal conception of history that superseded cyclical 
and linear ones, was Auerbach’s answer. 

Figural interpretation establishes a connection between two events or persons, the first of which 
signifies not only itself but also the second, while the second encompasses and fulfills the first. The 
two poles … are separate in time, but both, being real events or figures, are within time, within the 
stream of historical life [83]. Moses and Christ … are related as figure and fulfillment [but] Moses is 
no less historically real because he is a … figura of Christ, and Christ, the fulfillment, is no abstract 
idea but also a historical reality [84].  

Dante could so skillfully make historical figures express transcendental meaning because 
medieval literature capitalized on a millennium old typological understanding of history and text, 
paving the way for The Divine Comedy. 

Auerbach had not known figura’s universe well prior to his exile. He was neither a classicist nor 
a patristic scholar by training but a romance philologist, a Dante and Vico scholar who moved to 
work on French literature. His study of Dante required that he reconstruct historically the mimetic 
problem and its Christian transformation but he had no detailed knowledge of classical and patristic 
sources beyond the education of a humanistic scholar. In exile, he studied patristic literature 
intensively and felt moved. He found in it consolation and encouragement, and the experience 
would shape Mimesis. In the postwar years, he would still be enraptured by the survival of 
Christian culture through the early middle ages but the focus would no longer be patristic. Figura 
constituted the intellectual and emotional world of Aurbach’s Turkish exile. 

Figura signaled also Auerbach’s turn to Catholicism. In 1921 he had declared himself a 
Prussian Jew (rather than simply a German Jew), intimating his preference for Protestant culture. 
But with the Nazi triumph, cultural Protestantism, wholly invested in the nation state, appeared 
bankrupt, and its protagonists were commonly rushing to reconcile with the new regime. 
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Auerbach’s method continued to reflect his Protestant training, but his vision, from the mid-1930s 
on, showed significant marks of the Catholic understanding of modernity and secularization, and he 
expressed admiration for medieval Christendom [85]. Already in his 1933 essay on the 
seventeenth-century French public, Auerbach offered a rudimentary theory of secularization, 
inspired by Catholic philosopher Étienne Gilson (1884–1978). The emergent public, designed to 
distance the bourgeoisie from “everyday life,” was the moral agent behind classical tragedy’s 
revival. Like Descartes’ epistemological subject, the public reflected de-Christianization, a 
disavowal of the divine in the mundane. National Socialism’s anti-Christian turn mimicked early 
modern absolutism. 

“I belong to the Jewish community,” said Auerbach in 1935, “but my work has been engaged 
for many years with Christian theology, especially of Catholic circles (Guardini, Gilson)” [86]. 
Romano Guardini (1885–1968) was a leading German Catholic scholar and an anti-Nazi public 
intellectual. Auerbach’s protagonists for the next decade would resemble Guardini’s: Augustine, 
Dante, and Pascal. Luther was nowhere to be seen. Typology was primarily a Catholic affair, first 
of Gilson, and then of Jesuit theologian, Henri de Lubac (1896–1991), who assailed antisemitism 
as anti-Christian and would inspire Vatican II [87,88]. For a cultural Christian and a German Jew, 
it was not unreasonable to sense, in the 1930s, that Catholic culture offered greater space for 
Christian Jews than Protestant one. Moving between cultural Protestantism and Catholicism, 
Auerbach made typology a Jewish project. 

“Figura” provides a history of typology as a literary and artistic form, from the Roman poets to 
patristic literature to Dante. Auerbach began “Figura” with the Hellenization of Roman education 
in the first century BCE and the transmission of Greek literary and philosophical concepts, such as 
schẽma, into Roman culture. He moved from republican era poets Lucretius and Cicero to imperial 
era poets Virgil, Catullus and Ovid, and from them to architecture, jurisprudence and, above all, to 
Quintilian’s rhetoric. The poets were fascinated by “the play between model and copy, the 
changing form, the deceptive likeness of dream figures” [89], the architects contemplated models 
to emulate, and Quintilian designated by figura multiple literary tropes, product of the metaphoric 
imagination that enriched rhetoric. Figura remained primarily literary, of interest to limited 
intellectual circles. 

The advent of Christ, the crucifixion, and Christian sacraments changed radically figura’s 
meaning and significance [90]. Jesus’ disciples naturally looked to the Hebrew Bible for prophecies 
figuring his advent. The Greek typos, used in early accounts to designate prefiguration of events 
and persons connected with Christ, devolved into the Latin figura, now combining biblical 
“prophecy” with classical “representation.” “Figure” turned into “prefigure” (of the New Testament 
by the Old), the literary notion became historical, designating real events and persons [91]. For 
Paul, on his mission to the Gentiles, the Hebrew Bible turned “from a book of the law and history 
of Israel into one of a unique great promise and a prehistory of Christ. … What the Old Testament 
thereby lost in the efficacy of its law and in the autonomy of its national history, it gained in 
concrete dramatic actuality” [92]. “[T]o the newly converted peoples, [it gave] a basic conception 
of world history,” “its integral teleological view …, the providential order … captur[ing] the[ir] 
imagination and innermost feeling … with its living historicity” [93]. Figura became constitutive 
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of the Christian conception of reality and history. It represented “a fresh beginning and rebirth of 
creative powers” [94]. 

Christian typology combined historical depth with popular reach. The future was concealed yet 
embodied in persons, who were not historically contingent but signified universal and eternal 
meaning; God himself was incarnated in figures and sacraments. Allegorical, ethical and spiritual 
interpretations, rendering biblical persons and events symbolic, provided an alternative to typology. 
From Jewish philosopher Philo to Church Father Origen and the Alexandrian School to medieval 
times, allegory coexisted with figura. But allegorization, insisted Auerbach, remained an elite 
project, whereas Christian typology, phenomenal and historical, expanded the reach of figural 
thinking to the socially downtrodden, bringing together high and low. Beginning its triumphant 
march in patristic literature in the third century with Tertullian, typology became hegemonic with 
Augustine in the fourth century. Both Tertullian and Augustine were staunch realists, who rejected 
allegorical spiritualism. “When you hear an exposition of the mystery of Scriptures telling of things 
that took place,” admonished Augustine, “believe what is read to have actually taken place …  
lest … you seek to build in the air” [95,96]. 

Medieval allegory was doctrinally one of the fourfold sense of Scriptures but figura predominated, 
insisted Auerbach [97]. Separating typology from allegory, Auerbach rebutted the common view of 
The Divine Comedy as allegorical. Virgil, who guided Dante through Hell, and Beatrice who 
welcomed him in Paradise were figures, not allegories, real historical persons, not theological 
principles. An embodiment of poetic eloquence and worldly virtues—liberty, wisdom, justice and 
piety—Virgil, the fullness of earthly perfection, had the capacity to guide Dante to the threshold of 
insight into the divine. Beatrice, sent by divine grace to guide Dante (and humanity) to salvation, 
incarnated revelation, but her relationship to Dante could not fully be explained by dogmatic 
considerations. She was also his beloved Florentine, and their lives did intersect. Every mythical or 
historical figure in the Comedy had a meaning connected with what Dante knew about their life. 
Virgil was not “virtue” or “reason,” rather, the literal meaning figured the theological, and the 
theological confirmed and fulfilled it, both meanings having a place in a providential history [98]. 

“Figura” ended on a rather minor note that seemed to diminish the brunt of Auerbach’s tour de 
force. To his earlier call to revisit allegory and figura in medieval literature, Auerbach now joined 
the observation that figura’s history showed how a word could develop into a world historical 
situation. Paul’s mission to the Gentiles endowed the classical concept with structures that would 
shape the late antique and medieval intellectual worlds [99]. Viewing Paul’s move from national to 
world religion (Judaism to Christianity) as the crucial turning point in history was in line with the 
common Christian view, but it did not elucidate figura’s implications for Europe. How did 
Christian realism shape modern culture? Auerbach hinted that medieval literature already contained 
the origin of secular realism but he shunned any suggestion as to how secularization had taken 
place. His caution reflected his genuine bewilderment about the origins of the European crisis—he 
sensed that secularization prepared the way but he just did not know how. 

All the same, “Figura” did have a political agenda, if not as open as the academic one. 
Academically, Auerbach intervened in medieval studies, urging scholars to distinguish between 
allegory and typology, between the diversity of literary metaphors and figura. Typology was, he 
insisted, the quintessential Christian mode, and Christian realism was mainstream. But his professional 
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intervention was politically loaded. He discovered figura just as the exclusionary power of race 
made him painfully conscious of his Jewishness. “Figura” stuck a position in German debates on the 
“Jewish” character of the Old Testament. Auerbach sought to renegotiate Jewish membership in 
German European culture, i.e., Jewish emancipation, by highlighting the Jewish origins of 
European culture. 

Thinkers ranging from liberal Protestant to Nazi dissociated the New Testament from the Old. 
The liberals aimed to rescue a Christian mission—universal or national—from “Jewish particularism,” 
the racists, most radically the German Christians, to establish Aryan Christianity. In his 1933 
Advent Sermon, Munich Cardinal Faulhaber tepidly defended the Old Testament as holy, if 
inferior, to the New [100]. Reformed theologian Karl Barth (1886–1968), a leader of the anti-Nazi 
Confessing Church, affirmed, in contrast, the unity of revelation: The Old Testament pointed 
forward to Christ, the New Testament backward. But for him, too, the Old Testament had no value 
as a book about Ancient Israel: “For us the Old Testament is valid only in relation to the New. If 
the Church has declared itself to be the lawful successor to the Synagogue, this means that the Old 
Testament is witness to Christ before Christ but not without Christ” [101,102]. 

Against this chorus, Auerbach underlined the historical continuity between the Old and New 
Testament by using typology. He reargued the case for the Old Testament against the like of 
Harnack who wished to de-canonize it. “It was not until very late,” he said acerbically, “that 
Europeans began to regard the Old Testament as Jewish History and Jewish Law” [103]. He 
uncovered a patristic and medieval interpretive mode that superseded the progressive conception of 
history. Still, precisely because he wished to sustain Jewish integration, and, in 1938, still held 
hope for Germany, he never took the Barthian turn of Jewish rebels of his cohort, who radically 
separated reason and revelation, challenged their parents’ optimistic historical theology, and 
affirmed authentic Jewish identity. He would not commit himself to the Catholic critique of 
Enlightenment and the nation state, either. Barth, the Catholics and Auerbach agreed that the Old 
and New Testament were of a piece, but Barth’s anti-nationalist, anti-historical, unearthly 
Christianity left Jews forever as the Other, and the Catholics were profoundly antimodern. Liberal 
histories brought Jews and Christians so close to each other that Auerbach would not give them up 
for Barth’s Christocentric history or forgo modernity. He would rather work through history than 
through theology, negotiate with Harnack rather than with Barth, argue with prejudice rather than 
concede incommensurable truth and otherness, heal rather than reject modern life. 

“Figura” was a desperate attempt to salvage emancipation and German Jewish cosmopolitanism 
through a shared Judeo-Christian tradition. It allowed only for a diminished space for Jews, and, 
indeed, it is not clear that they could any longer be recognized as Jews. In the debate between 
Judaism and Christianity, Auerbach accepted the Christian argument—Christianity superseded 
Judaism. A December 1941 letter to an Istanbul colleague, Alexander Rüstow, made his view about 
Judaism’s obsolescence clear: Jewish life had long been reified, and Jews were leading a ghostly 
existence [104]. 

The uncanny feeling Judaism evokes, the sense that it is laden with a curse, grew, and became 
concrete, through the role the Jews played in the rise of Christianity. Christianity originated with the 
Jews but they rejected it, so that the mission reverted to the Gentiles, forming a contrast between 
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Jewish Law (now but a shadow and a ghost) and the fulfillment of Christian Grace (which 
disempowered the Law) [105]. 

The Jews had had no authentic spiritual life since the time of the Prophets but they still 
presented the spectacle of a people living apart in exile, attached to their ancestry. Through the 
ages, they survived as a minority, subject to hatred and persecution, while other nations, with 
viable political life, vanished. The Enlightenment constituted a break, removing the taboo against 
the Jews—forever. Modern antisemitism was a byproduct of nationalist struggles, an opportunistic 
endeavor to use atavistic relics to reinforce exclusion, historically hopeless and meaningless. The 
Jews were part of European culture, and antisemitism had no object, purpose or prospect. It was “a 
side issue.” In time, it would disappear [106]. The Jews may meanwhile suffer but they should be 
thankful for the role of martyrs for humanity—a role they did not deserve—that fell in their lot. 

This extraordinary statement, made at a time when, unbeknownst to Auerbach, Soviet Jews were 
already being shot in the tens of thousands, and Hitler was completing the plans for destroying  
all of European Jewry, provides precious insight into Auerbach’s worldview. It reflects crude 
Christian supersessionism, incredible optimism about Jewish emancipation, a profound misreading 
of antisemitism, and an avowal of the Christian martyr role for the Jews. Auerbach’s ignorance of 
Jewish typology was grounded in the conviction that postbiblical Jewish life was not part of 
European history. The Jews became part of Europe only when the Enlightenment made their 
integration possible—and no longer as Jews: “Anything significant that came out of the Jews  
was absorbed by the host nations” [107]. Jewish history—if such existed—was not part of 
European history. 

Jewish ethnic survival was for Auerbach a source of puzzlement—of wonder (and perhaps 
hidden pride) mixed with apprehension about their “uncanny” existence. Like philosopher Karl 
Popper, Auerbach had no doubt that it was high time for Jewish life to end—for the Jews to 
become part of Christian Europe. Popper imagined the culture integrating the Jews as avowedly 
secular, its relationship to Christianity tenuous; for Auerbach, it clearly bore the marks of 
secularized Christianity. The National Socialist attack on the Jews was only significant for its 
denial of humanity, and the Jews acquired their universal role as Christian martyrs. Christian 
martyrology became paradigmatic of the Jewish experience, and Auerbach, captivated, devoted to 
it increasing attention during and after WWII. The murdered Jews were integrated into European 
civilization—as (undeserving) Christian martyrs. 

“Figura” was emblematic of European history integrating the Jews as Christians. Auerbach’s 
turn to Catholicism facilitated a transformation of cultural Protestant narratives but he retained 
them, however altered, because he did not wish to give up on modernity or emancipation. He 
modified Harnack by skipping over Marcion (who rejected the Hebrew Bible), highlighting 
Tertullian and Augustine, and ending with Dante rather than with Luther or modern Protestantism. 
Dante became a start-point of modernity, of secularization that would de-eschatologize Christian 
history but absorb Dante’s vision of humanity, leaving a universal history to be shared by 
Christians, Jews and all. This universal history, however, still bore its Christian marks—it did not 
permit Jews to remain Jews. A Christian humanist who remained Jewish, Auerbach constructed a 
narrative of Western civilization that appealed to the highly acculturated German-Jewish 
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intelligentsia—and today’s Europeans. “Figura” has become his most famous essay, and virtually 
canonical. 

4. Mimesis and the Holocaust: The Jewish Origins of European Civilization 

European restoration, German Jewish cosmopolitanism and emancipation all depended on the 
survival of Vico’s world of nations. With the collapse of Europe in World War II, Auerbach lost 
hope for them. Mimesis, written (according to Auerbach) between May 1942 and April 1945, at the 
height of the war and the Holocaust, reflected a change of orientation. As a refugee without 
national identity on the outskirts of a devastated continent, Auerbach no longer wrote as a German 
European. His previous audience was gone, at least for the war (and he suspected forever), and he 
did not know who his prospective audience might be, or what shape postwar Europe might take, 
indeed, if it, and he, would survive at all. He had to refashion his authorial identity and imagine a 
new audience. “The Jewish refugee in Istanbul,” says Carl Landauer, “very much the outsider, re-
established himself as an insider” by reconfiguring both the European audience and himself as 
members of the Western tradition [108]. 

Deploying a style suggested by high modernist novels, Auerbach began writing as a cosmopolitan 
spokesperson for a “European classico-Christian literary culture” [109,110]. He appeared as a pan-
European, at once a Christian humanist and a modernist, drawing the boundaries and charting the 
legacy of Europe for a cosmopolitan audience. In exile from Florence, Dante proclaimed “the 
world is my fatherland,” and the Swiss historian, Jacob Burckhardt, echoed him: “My country is 
the whole world” [111,112]. Auerbach joined this lineage of aspiring cosmopolitans, imagining “a 
European world in which he was at home” [113]. 

Mimesis charted the history of Western literary styles and their representation of reality in 
nineteen (and, in later editions, twenty) exquisitely crafted essays on the classics of Western 
literature. Auerbach began with the Odyssey and the Hebrew Bible, continued with the classical 
Roman poet Petronius and the New Testament, moved on to the fourth-century historian 
Marcellinus Ammianus and Augustine, and captured the transition from the late antique to the 
medieval with Gregory of Tours’ History of the Franks. He skipped half a millennium to the 
medieval epic of Roland, the romance of Yvain and “Adam and Eve” Christmas plays, paid 
homage to Dante in the unforgettable “Farinata and Calvacante,” and showed Boccaccio and the 
fifteenth-century chivalrous chronicler, Antoine de la Salle, negotiating the Renaissance and the 
waning middle ages. The sixteenth-century giants, Rabelais, Montaigne and Shakespeare (and, in 
later editions, Cervantes) gave a measure of secularization, Molière and his critics displayed 
seventeenth-century French classicism, an Abbé Prévost 1731 sentimental novel paired with 
Voltaire’s Candide and Saint Simon’s Memoirs of Louis XIV’s court marked an emergent 
Enlightenment, and Schiller and Goethe drew the German enlightenment’s limits and their import 
for German realism. Mimesis concluded with three essays on modern realism, beginning, 
respectively, with Stendhal, the brothers Goncourt, and Wolfe, but comparing their works with 
other exemplars of French, English, German and Russian realism. 

The format for Mimesis’ essays was uniform: Auerbach opened with long quotation from the 
work, which provided the focus for his analysis. He tracked the uniqueness of the literary style and 
placed it in its life-world, accentuating comparable or competing literary modes. The book had no 
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footnotes. The limits of the Istanbul library, Auerbach suggested, made writing a book covering 
three millennia possible but also dictated his textual focus and his daring construction of context. 
Mimesis had no introduction or conclusion to provide an overarching argument or context. Only a 
brief epilogue lent Mimesis a measure of coherence, offering an historical outline of the doctrine of 
styles. Critics complained that Auerbach’s realism was impossible to pin down, as the meaning of 
reality kept shifting from epistemological (empirical and sensational) to sociological (class 
structure) to psychological (emotional state). Mimesis remained elusive. 

As if to increase Mimesis’ mystery, Auerbach made very few allusions, mostly oblique, to his 
own world—to National Socialism, exile and the war. Mimesis’ opacity, joined by its aesthetic 
appeal and daunting reach and erudition, gave rise to a lively debate on Auerbach’s narrative of 
Western civilization. Commentators have viewed Mimesis alternatively as literary Christology, 
Jewish philology, secular criticism, minority literature and literary modernism [114–118]. This 
much is clear: Postwar U.S. and European critics alike have found Auerbach enthralling, and his 
fame has been on the increase. Auerbach told a story postwar Europeans loved to hear. Mimesis  
did end up shaping the new cosmopolitan audience Auerbach imagined and became a charter for a 
new Europe. 

Mimesis’ focus remained, however, on the current European crisis. Auerbach offered clues to its 
origins by putting forward an ironic vision of secularization and a rudimentary theory of the failure 
of German literary culture. His leitmotif was the emergence of modern literary realism in the 
secularization of Christian realism [119]. Like Weber’s story of capitalist rationality, Auerbach’s 
secularization narrative was ironic [120]. Christian realism legitimated the earthly world, and the 
earthly world, in turn, diminished the divine. Dante never intended to dispel the enchanted life his 
Comedy depicted, but “Dante’s work made man Christian-figural being a reality, and destroyed it 
in the very process of realizing it” [121]. Auerbach could not fully explain the secularization 
process but the vanishing of typology and the rise of historicism gave measure of it. He located 
several literary sites, notably among sixteenth-century authors, to show secularization happening. 
For Montaigne, “life on earth is no longer the figure of the life beyond. … To live here is his 
purpose and his art” [122]. Modernity confronted an eclipse of the divine, loss of providential 
history, and an irreparable breach between the earthly and transcendental. 

Auerbach found all secular substitutes to Christian realism falling short, unable to make up for 
transcendental loss. Neither historical progress nor aesthetic perfection or self-cultivation (Bildung) 
could make up for the dissolution of the bond between human and divine. But the French realists’ 
social criticism and their grasp of the everyday tragic reflected a dignified literary sensibility, one 
appropriate to a secular culture undergoing democratization. Stendhal’s narration in The Red and 
the Black of his protagonist’s progressive disillusion with the Parisian elite gave realism its most 
authentic expression. Both the Flaubert generation’s turn to aestheticism, to art for art’s sake, and 
the realists’ indifference, especially Zola’s, to the transcendental were inadequate responses to 
bourgeois materialism, but they could not diminish the grandeur of their cultural and social 
critiques. The French realists gave a glimpse of lost Christian realism. The Christian humanist 
found in secular democratic realism the closest approximation to the original. 

Humanism itself, however, came under scrutiny and revision. This emerged most clearly in 
Auerbach’s critique of Goethe. Goethe confronted Germany’s political fragmentation and conservative 
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social order with equanimity. Historicism opened possibilities for literary realism by highlighting 
process and change but Germans could not look beyond their regional cultures. When the French 
Revolution raised the prospect of a democratic national culture, Goethe recoiled, reaffirmed his 
preference for the nobility and posed Bildung and the integrated personality as ideals. But a 
national culture required social engagement, not self-cultivation. Germany developed no realist 
literary tradition. When unification came from above, Germany found itself without a culture 
adequate to modernity’s challenges. Thomas Mann was, in fin-de-siècle years, the first serious 
German realist, and, shortly after, World War I threw European realism into turmoil, from which it 
emerged with a fragmentary modernist style, unable to sustain a national culture. Nazism 
encountered no cultural barrier on its way to power. German humanism was implicated in the 
German catastrophe. 

Goethe was the George Circle’s hero, their model for fashioning the “self as character.” Auerbach’s 
critique of German culture represented a reevaluation of the circle, philological humanism and his 
own past [123]. Human perfectibility and aesthetic integrity were incompatible with a secular 
democratic age. They reflected refusals to pay heed to social deprivation and to come to terms with 
transcendental loss—harmonious personality was forever gone with the divine. Self-cultivation 
displayed over-appreciation of classicism and the aesthetic and a failure at Christian humility. To 
make philological humanism more socially responsive, “Figura” and Mimesis underlined the limits 
of classicism, and Mimesis parted with scholarly style and emulated high modernism. Just as 
French realism responded to democracy, Auerbach’s modernism responded to European turmoil 
and globalization. He held German culture responsible for democracy’s failure but the challenge 
was global. The European nation state was approaching its end. Philological humanism had now to 
address a cosmopolitan public. 

French authors predominated in Mimesis, reflecting Auerbach’s move from German to 
European cosmopolitanism. Not one German work provided the title or focus for any of Mimesis’ 
chapters. “Romance literatures are more representative of Europe than ... the German,” insisted 
Auerbach [124]. German humanists, like Curtius, shared his French and modernist sympathies, not 
to mention his Christian appreciation, but he parted with the national tradition in ways they never 
did. He was unique in his democratic vision of Christianity, in aligning realism and democracy, in 
rooting them in Christian realism, and in criticizing Bildung, humanism’s fountain. His critique 
presaged postwar liberal theories of a German Sonderweg, a unique German path, divergent from 
Western liberal democracy. Postwar liberals, too, traced the roots of the German catastrophe in 
cultural authoritarianism and elitism and focused on German intellectuals’ political irresponsibility. 
But Auerbach did not think he was exploring a Sonderweg. No national culture, he said, reached 
the height of French realism. The German failure had the most serious consequences but the crisis 
was European, indeed global, and it went to the heart of secular modernity. 

Mimesis could offer no solution to the European crisis. Rechristianizing the secular world was 
no more possible than escaping Weber’s iron cage of capitalism. Works such as Lukàcs’ Theory of 
the Novel, emerging from Weber’s Heidelberg circle and pre-WWI mandarin sociology, 
understood modern literary genres to be reflective of the breakdown of a holistic premodern world, 
the dissolution of Gemeinschaft (community) [125,126]. Mimesis updated them with consciousness 
of the end of Europe. Lukàcs and Auerbach upheld realism for its social consciousness, admired 
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Mann, and censured German Kultur for the Nazi disaster [127]. But Lukàcs strove to break out of 
the iron cage through communism; Auerbach, a mild liberal, remained entrapped. To Auerbach, 
secularization, not capitalism, was the root of modernity’s travails. Concern for the poor was at the 
heart of Christianity, but atheistic socialism could not undo transcendental loss, only reinforce it. 
Auerbach was permeated with Weber’s tragic vision, reinforced by a Catholic sensibility of 
modern loss. His disposition toward European culture was a combination of nostalgia and criticism, 
detachment and engagement, depression and exhilaration. 

One wonders how Auerbach could maintain this interplay of proximity and distance facing the 
Holocaust. But the murder of the European Jews is not mentioned even once in Mimesis and 
appears not to figure in Auerbach’s European crisis. Postbiblical Jews vanish from Auerbach’s 
narrative of Western literature. He made a special effort to ignore them: In discussing Shylock as a 
(non-) tragic figure, he overlooked his Jewishness. Contemporary readers find his silence so 
baffling that they strive to find clues to the Holocaust in Mimesis [128,129]. Is Auerbach’s 
discussion of the binding of Isaac, the Akedah—a Jewish martyrology topos emerging repeatedly in 
Holocaust discourse—not a gesture toward the Holocaust [130]? Is the vindication of the Hebrew 
Bible against classical epic, of bound Isaac against Odysseus, destroyer of Troy, not a claim to 
Jewish spiritual superiority—and survival—over German might? 

How one would wish! Mimesis did respond to the Jews’ exclusion from European culture by 
showing the Jews as founders of this culture and challenging German affinity for the classical. 
Indeed, in no other Auerbach work is there such concern for the Hebrew Bible, such insistence on 
calling biblical authors (of the Gospels, too) “Jewish,” and using the appellation Judeo-Christian for 
the emergent Western tradition. But neither the binding of Isaac nor the plea for the Old Testament 
was a Holocaust referent. Auerbach was ignorant of the Akedah typology [131]. He chose the 
binding of Isaac with an eye to the real world-making event, the “scandal of the cross” [132]. 
However much he defended the dignity and independence of the Old Testament, and sought to 
remain neutral on the Christian interpretation of the Akedah as prefiguration of the crucifixion,  
he absorbed the binding of Isaac into a Christian narrative of Western literature. Christian 
supersessionism reigned triumphant. 

Moreover, Auerbach thought of WWII as a European and German catastrophe, not a Jewish 
one. He was writing Mimesis as representative of “European classico-Christian culture,” not as a 
Jew. He had every apprehension that, were he to appear as one, he would not be recognized as an 
authentic representative. Biblical Jews were part of Western history, indeed, its founders. Postbiblical 
Jews became members only insofar as they were part of Christian civilization. Mimesis’ pan-
European space, and cosmopolitan audience, had no room for Jews, qua Jews. 

Auerbach’s strategy for Jewish integration via Christian culture remained the same even as his 
projected audience expanded from the nation to the cosmopolis. This was less than evident because 
Auerbach did not pursue openly Mimesis’ agenda. Even his thrust against classical hegemony and 
promotion of the Judeo-Christian heritage remained camouflaged. The contents, or essay titles, 
would suggest a classical transmission line from Homer’s Odyssey to Petronius’ poetry to 
Ammianus’ history. Not until medieval Christian drama did Auerbach place a religious text at the 
center of an essay, and this was the single essay in Mimesis where he did so. There was no biblical 
transmission line. The major works Auerbach used to control the classical—the Hebrew Bible, the 
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New Testament, Augustine’s Confessions—appeared as comparisons in essays dedicated to 
classical works. Christian typology, figura, did its work behind the scene. Not surprisingly, critics 
push Auerbach just a bit further—beyond what his intentions or intellectual resources would 
allow—by suggesting that he camouflaged a Jewish agenda under Christian rubrics. On the Jewish 
Question, however, Auerbach remained consistent from “Figura” to Mimesis: The Jews were to be 
integrated as cultural Christians. 

The Old Testament became in Mimesis the central conduit for Jewish membership in the West. 
In the magnificent “Odysseus’ Scar,” Mimesis’ opening chapter, Auerbach contrasted the two 
models of realism informing Western literature: Greek epic and the Hebrew Bible. The Homeric 
poem’s elevated style, its rich and intricate description of worldly scenes, uniformly, completely 
and unmistakably explained, contrasted with the Bible’s sparing use of language, its rough 
narrative accentuating aspects of characters and scenes, leaving much unexpressed, in the 
background, calling for interpretation. Biblical protagonists had inner psychological intensity and a 
grappling multilayered consciousness, while Homer’s heroes never changed, and their emotions 
were laid bare in the foreground. Claiming absolute truth, biblical narrative constructed a universal 
history, however disjointed, to impart ethical and pedagogical messages, and events found their 
meaning in temporal connections. For Homeric legend, historical time, and truth, were 
inconsequential, and horizontal connections—a tightly and beautifully woven web—provided the 
meaning. The Homeric epic displayed everyday realism but “everyday” was confined to the idyllic 
home, in contrast with biblical struggles, which, pregnant with transcendental significance, took 
place in the domestic and public sphere alike. The epic reflected a static “feudal” society, and its 
heroes were aristocrats, the Old Testament reflected a nomadic society, its protagonists were often 
humble in origin, the entire social ladder was immersed in everyday life. “In the Old Testament 
stories, the sublime, tragic, and problematic take shape precisely in the … everyday” [133]. The 
Hebrew Bible was the fountainhead of Western realism. 

The fragmentary character of biblical narrative reflected the difficulty of complete representation 
of any historical situation. Classical Greece discovered historical complexity and psychological 
intricacy and, with them, the mimetic problem—Homer’s horizontal connections could no longer 
be easily, let alone fully, established. The classical response, from Aristotle to Horace, was the 
doctrine of styles, separating among high (epic), middle (didactic; historical), and low (pastoral) 
style. Everyday life, appropriate as popular comic subject, was proscribed from noble tragedy. 
Judeo-Christian writings, argued Auerbach, presaged modern realism by overcoming the 
separation. In the Gospel of Mark, Peter’s denial of Jesus showed a lowly human undergoing 
psychological and emotional turmoil, “trembling for his miserable life,” and acquiring through the 
“despair and remorse following his desperate failure” consciousness of sin, revealing to him, and 
us, “the significance of Christ’s coming and Passion” [134]. That a fisherman would emerge as a 
tragic hero through an all too human failure, and that this failure would embody sublime universal 
meaning, was unthinkable to classical literature. 

A scene like Peter’s denial fits into no antique genre. It is too serious for comedy, too contemporary 
and everyday for tragedy, politically too insignificant for history. … It portrays something which 
neither the poets nor the historians of antiquity ever set out to portray: the birth of a spiritual 
movement in the depths of the common people, from within the everyday occurrences of 
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contemporary life, which thus assumes an importance it could never have assumed in antique 
literature [135]. 

Christ’s dual character as Son of God and of a carpenter, his “humiliation and elevation” on the 
cross, broke through class barriers and literary styles, joining the humble and the sublime. The 
Passion forced confrontation with reality, made aristocratic distance and disdain impossible, and 
reshaped Western emotional life. It created a new universal message. 

[M]issionary work to the Gentiles characteristically began with a member of the Jewish diaspora, the 
Apostle Paul [who] adapted the message to … a far wider audience, detach[ing it] from special 
preconceptions of the Jewish world … by a method rooted in Jewish tradition but now applied with 
incomparable greater boldness, the method of revisional interpretation [136]. 

Interpreting the Old Testament figuratively, the new method, typology, detached meaning from 
sensory perception, and deepened the antagonism between sensory appearance and meaning, 
emergent in the Hebrew Bible and permeating Christian reality. The great challenge, and attraction, 
of Christian realism consisted in this tension—in finding the transcendental represented in the 
mundane, in projecting an earthly world infused with transcendental meaning. Jewish Christians 
introduced typology as they launched universalism. Restoring early Christianity to its Jewish 
context, Auerbach made (pre-rabbinic) Jews shapers of Western destiny [137]. 

Christians still lacked a literary language. Throughout late antiquity, the Church Fathers 
progressively took over classical rhetoric, even as they remained suspicious and ambivalent toward 
it. By Augustine’s time, they could speak eloquently to the educated. Yet, witnessing the waning of 
classical culture, Augustine, a master of rhetoric himself, recognized the need to shape a Christian 
style. More than anyone before, he sensed that the Passion “engendered a new elevated style,” “a 
new kind of sublimity,” “which was ready to absorb … the ugly, the undignified, and the 
physically based.” The result was “a new sermo humilis, a low style [that] encroaches on the 
sublime and the eternal,” of which Augustine gave splendid examples in his writings [138]. But 
sermo humilis still had no capacity to represent concrete historical events. Typology had 
annihilated classical history, and Augustine’s concern was to bring the Roman Empire’s trajectory, 
not everyday life, in conformity with Christian universal history. For Christian realism to emerge, 
concluded Auerbach in a historicist fashion, time and “the sensuality of new peoples” were 
necessary [139]. 

Auerbach found the apex of Christian realism in the high Middle Ages—in twelfth century 
liturgical dramas about the Fall, thirteenth century popular religious poetry about Mary at the cross, 
the letters of St. Bernard and St. Francis and, of course, in Dante. They managed to bring the 
Incarnation and the Passion, the convergence of humility and sublimity, to bear on the common 
people’s daily life in ways never accomplished before. St. Francis drew the imitatio Christi out of 
rhetoric and into his own life and became an inimitable model. Auerbach credited him—“a great 
poet, an instinctive master of the art of acting out his own being”—with “awakening the dramatic 
powers … of the Italian language” [140,141]. St. Francis prepared the way to Christian realism’s 
greatest work, The Divine Comedy. Mastering the typological art of transcendental significance in 
earthly events, Dante fulfilled the potential Augustine created with sermo humilis, and, in the very 
act, began its destruction. The height of Christian realism was also the beginning of secularization. 
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Mimesis’ Christ—the Christ of sermo humilis—was the one nailed to the cross, not the 
triumphantly rising Christ, certainly not the judge at the end of days. He was Christ who walked 
among and cared for the downtrodden, was himself an outcast, and bespoke the equality and 
dignity of humankind. He was the Christ of Auerbach’s exile and the Holocaust. A poor humiliated 
outcast in Istanbul, Auerbach found solace in the convergence of sublimity and humility, in sermo 
humilis, aptly translated as “subaltern” style [142,143]. That Auerbach saw his own condition in 
literary depictions of Christ is likely, that he saw the fate of his persecuted and murdered brethren 
in Europe in the cross is possible. Christ was Jesus of Nazareth, a Galilean Jew, son of a Jewish 
carpenter, but, equally crucial, he was also the Christian God. 

It would be no use pretending that the ways of Christianity and Judaism never parted, and 
Auerbach was pursuing a Jewish agenda. In response to the Holocaust, traditional Jews turned to 
the Akeda and Jewish martyrology and, in anger, evoked the memory of the ancient perpetrator of 
genocide, Amalek [144]. Auerbach turned to Jesus on the cross, Mary at the cross, Augustine’s 
sermo humilis, and, in the postwar years, also to Christian martyrology. Christian realism may have 
had its origin in the Hebrew Bible, but the world in which Auerbach found it fulfilled, that of St. 
Bernard, St. Francis and Dante, was as closed to Jews as any have been. That the cosmopolitan 
European public Mimesis envisioned would be more open to Jews was a desperate Auerbach wager 
(for once, a successful one). Auerbach’s “stylistic analysis [was] so Christ-centred that it seem[ed] 
on the verge of … a Christological literary history” [145]. The Judeo-Christian project for Jewish 
integration was tenuous at best. 

5. A German Jewish Cosmopolitan in Despair: Globalization, Postwar Germany and the U.S. 

“May my study reach its readers—both my friends of past years who have survived and all 
others for whom it is intended,” concluded Auerbach Mimesis, “and may it contribute to bringing 
together again those who clearly kept their love for our Western history” [146,147]. His call for a 
survivors’ meeting to learn what may be salvaged of Europe was sad and uncertain, but not 
hopeless: The cosmopolitan literary public Mimesis envisioned might yet be constituted. He still 
had no sense of the magnitude of the destruction. His feelings about his own future were similar: 
uncertain but not hopeless. He did not wish to remain in Turkey, where the enthusiasm for 
humanist educational reform was waning, was considering a return to Germany and, having sent 
his son Clemens to Harvard for graduate education in the fall of 1945, he was contemplating a 
move to the U.S. Mimesis’ success, his 1947 immigration to the U.S., his 1950 appointment at 
Yale, and his growing reputation on both sides of the Atlantic represented great personal 
accomplishment. But his postwar reflections on the European future became increasingly gloomy. 
In the bipolar Cold War world, the progressive German mandarin thought his Europe was gone. 
The Jews were gone, the emancipation project to which he had still clung in 1941, proved a 
phantasm, that “side issue,” as he had called antisemitism, rendering it irrelevant. He would no 
longer entertain any projects for a Judeo-Christian civilization. His studies now focused on early 
medieval Europe, trying to decipher how late antique culture survived through the dark ages, once 
the Western Roman Empire had been gone. His cosmopolitanism was not a happy one. 

Auerbach still felt German and European. In the immediate postwar years, he was trying to 
reestablish connections with friends left behind and to explore the possibility of a Marburg 
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reappointment. Just as he feared, more than a few of his friends did not survive. Students of draft 
age sent to the Russian front usually did not come back [148]. For the survivors—German 
colleagues undergoing postwar hardship—Auerbach cared deeply. He sold furniture and books to 
send Clemens to Harvard, but he still went out of his way to mail Care packages to Germany, 
especially to his former (non-Jewish) assistant, Werner Krauss, who was in poor health after 
prolonged incarceration [149,150]. Emotionally and intellectually, he remained vested in Germany 
and, in many ways, would remain so all his life. Untenable as his situation in Turkey was, he still 
felt he needed to explain to German colleagues why a German European would send his son to 
study in the U.S. and explore emigrating there [151–153]. Until 1947, his preference was a return 
to Marburg. Had the call from Marburg arrived, Auerbach would have probably accepted it. 

War and exile did transform, however, the German European Auerbach. They impressed upon 
him that he was not, and could never hope to be a German insider. Krauss, now a communist 
professor in Marburg, and later in Leipzig, did everything he could to attract him back, repeatedly 
broaching a Berlin appointment with the Soviet Zone’s education administration. In the summer of 
1946, he assured Auerbach that nothing more than good will toward socialism would be required of 
him. Longing for Berlin but apprehensive about its geopolitics and the ideological burden, 
Auerbach hesitated. “I am very liberal … Here [in exile] I could free myself like nowhere else of 
any commitment; precisely my position as someone who is nowhere an insider, fundamentally and 
inassimilablly a foreigner, is what one wishes and expects of me; where you want me back, one 
expects 'basic favourable disposition’” [154]. His alienation, his sense of himself as a permanent 
outsider, incapable of commitment, was new. He would not have spoken of himself as a foreigner 
in Germany prior to the war, and even Mimesis underlined social commitment. His newly 
discovered marginality reinforced his move away from the nation and towards an ephemeral 
European cosmopolis. 

Family and scholarship joined alienation to challenge the nation’s call to return. His son was in 
the U.S., and a flood of reports about the hardship of life in Germany reached Turkey. In Istanbul, 
he was getting poorer, unable to afford support for Clemens at Harvard, feeling ever more dejected 
about the bureaucracy and with no career prospect. Germany had to address some of these needs, 
for him to return. Krauss urged upon him the importance of his repatriation for building up a new 
Germany: “Reintegration in the Heimat [is] an inner need that one cannot resist with impunity. … 
Germany is only bearable and worth affirming as a project, not in its present state” [155]. In vain: 
Early in 1947, Auerbach got three offers from German universities—Greifswald, Halle and 
Münster, the first two in the Soviet Zone, Münster in ruins. It was evident that working conditions 
would be inadequate, and he declined. He admired Krauss’ dedication, but, Krauss’ communism 
aside, he could not share his commitment to Germany. 

Auerbach was still waiting for Marburg—the hub of university life in the U.S. Zone, with a 
glorious tradition and old colleagues on the faculty, site of his fondest memories of Germany. One 
wonders whether he did not also think of a Marburg invitation as restitution, an apology to rectify 
the injustice done to him. In April 1947, he received from Marburg’s reform-oriented Philosophy 
Dean, former Vienna Circle associate Kurt Reidemeister, a letter suggesting that if Krauss left for 
Leipzig, and the ministry approved a full professorship, a position would open up for him. 
Auerbach gave rare expression to his frustration, saying he was tired of building his career as a 
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house of cards that repeatedly collapsed [156]. He now opted for the U.S., but he assured Krauss, 
only as a breathing spell: “I want to be back in Germany.” Krauss called on him again, from 
Leipzig, in the summer of 1949, offering him to try Humboldt University in Berlin for a year. “ 
We must have you among us,” he pleaded [157]. Auerbach, his reputation in the U.S. growing, 
accepted shortly after a position in Yale’s French Department. The two would never see each  
other again. 

Disappointed, perhaps even bitter, as Auerbach was at having to bid farewell to Europe, he did 
not project his bitterness towards Germany. He acknowledged no Jewish dimension to the tragedy 
that befell Europe, and, if he now recognized his own liminality in German culture, he never 
thought of it as ethnic in origin—his liberalism, he suggested, was implicated, or his own character. 
Mimesis’ “survivors” note—“my surviving friends of past years”—was not a veiled allusion to the 
Jews: The friends after whose fate Auerbach inquired were for the most part non-Jews. He was 
critical of people counseling the émigrés, “especially Jews,” not to return to Germany, of “prominent 
and otherwise quite sensible people who try to exercise a kind of moral pressure” [158]. He assured 
Bultmann that he neither held the Germans collectively responsible for the tragedy nor thought it 
right to single them out for blame [159]. Like other Europeans, Germans fell victim to the 
contradictions of modernity. Like the Jews, they were survivors, too. 

Both Bultmann and Krauss served on Marburg’s “planning committee,” and both warned  
Auerbach of creeping renazification [160]. Frustrated with university reform’s failure, Krauss left 
for Leipzig [161,162]. Auerbach, in contrast, was skeptical about university reform and defensive 
about charges of nazification in the German academy [163]. He showed sympathy for German 
efforts to return to normalcy: “Bourgeois orderliness is … a human need,” he told former student, 
Martin Hellweg. “After three decades of such horrible experiments … the Germans can be nothing 
other than terribly tired and in need of rest” [164]. The closest he came to implicating Germans in 
the Holocaust was in his letter to Klemperer, i.e., in internal Jewish assimilationist discourse: “It is 
strange for someone in my situation to find out increasingly that the Germans, except perhaps the 
Jews, are really the most efficient and, insofar as work is concerned, the most reliable people 
(Volk),” but, he added, “this in itself is quite insufficient. …” [165]. Just as obliquely, he advised 
Germans to begin thinking globally again, but in a new fashion, with greater awareness of cultural 
difference and global needs [166]. What his innermost thoughts about the murder of the Jews were, 
we may never know. Like many of his generation, he said not a word about the Holocaust. 

Auerbach’s 1946 essay, “The Triumph of Evil in Pascal,” provides, however, further hints about 
his view of culpability in the Holocaust. The Christian confronting evil political power was at the 
center. For Pascal (1623–1662), might was evil but it made right. Earthly laws were arbitrary but 
obedience to them was divinely sanctioned as punishment for corrupt human nature. Evil laws  
were just, and “one must obey unquestioningly … without devotion, or rather from devotion to 
God” [167]. The Passion provided the model for suffering injustice, and liberation from it was only 
in the beyond. Resistance was only permitted as expression of God’s will, and a good measure of 
its legitimacy was its hopelessness. Striving for victory was impermissible, as those seeking to 
suppress the resistance were also doing God’s will. 

Combining Augustinianism and raison d’êtat, Pascal’s wretched earthly world was a far cry 
from Dante, and his hateful endorsement of murderous absolutism was a long way from realist 
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social criticism. Yet, Auerbach found his ethical theory cogent and moving, and, ironically, a 
starting point for secular political criticism. Members of Auerbach’s October 1949 Princeton 
seminar on Pascal sensed that they were hearing the quiet protest of a German Jewish émigré 
against totalitarianism. “Auerbach,” said one, “had faced with his flesh and blood the reality of evil 
force; the extremity of Pascal’s thought answered, for him, an extremity of experience. Pascal, too, 
had lived in a totalitarian state” [168]. True enough, but they were also hearing a vindication of 
good Germans (and Jews) who obeyed Hitler. Those, who offered hopeless resistance, were 
admirable but one could not incriminate even perpetrators who “obeyed unquestioningly, without 
regard for any possible benefit, but also without devotion.” By the mid-1950s, Auerbach expressed 
his wish that Germans, and Europeans in general, rid themselves of the guilt complex, which 
obstructed their intellectual recovery [169]. 

 Auerbach was never a decisive person, let alone a risk taker. He had to be forced to go to the 
U.S., without a promised job, in his mid-fifties, and start a fourth career. Departing from Istanbul in 
July 1947, the Auerbachs left behind “furniture and porcelain, … the residues of our bourgeois 
past,” material vestiges of Germany and Europe [170]. Emotionally and spiritually, however, they 
never left Europe. Auerbach held the typical German mandarin’s prejudices against “America” and 
never rid himself of them. Western literature remained for him European literature, abendländische 
in the interwar sense, not westliche in the postwar trans-Atlantic sense. Mimesis made no mention 
of American authors. When Auerbach contemplated a new global literary public, the making of 
early medieval Europe provided the model, and contemporary Europe the focus [171]. He wrote in 
German to the end of his life, saw his major audience and interlocutors as European, repeatedly 
visited Europe, and, in response to German job offers, periodically reconsidered a return to the 
Heimat. Marie Auerbach never spoke English fluently and harked back to the blissful Marburg 
years [172]. The U.S. would never become the Auerbachs’ cultural home. 

The Auerbachs landed on the East Coast in September, “falling into [Erich’s former colleague 
Leo] Spitzer’s arms for the third time” [173]. Auerbach approached former Istanbul colleagues and 
German émigrés at Harvard, Johns Hopkins, and Princeton, in a desperate search for a job [174]. 
The U.S. was kind to him. At the Modern Language Association convention in December, he got a 
job for the spring of 1948 at Penn State College. The urbane German mandarin went for eighteen 
months to a state university, predominantly an engineering and natural science school, in the heart 
of rural America. 

Writing German colleagues, Auerbach shared his impressions of rural America: from the 
standpoint of human relations—delightful, intellectually—below criticism [175,176]. The U.S. 
must be, he said, the world’s happiest and easiest country to live in. Americans were sympathetic 
and ready to help, their optimism, naïveté, and trust in the future “strike a European who has 
experienced the last thirty years” as incredible. Daily interaction was relaxed, warm, and free of 
hierarchy, inhibition or complexity. But he found the intellectual level at Penn State unacceptably 
low, and he was pleased to have around a German émigré philologist with whom he could “speak 
European” [177]. He was aware that intellectual life was different at elite universities, but he 
projected from his state university to American culture. Moving to Yale in 1950 would not change 
his view. He had at Yale a superior library, and colleagues and graduate students the like of whom 
he had not known since Marburg. He appreciated them but he was still dismayed by the informal 
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relations between undergraduates and professors and reflected unfavorably on academic sports 
culture. America embodied rampant modernization, the standardization and leveling process 
threatening European and global culture with dreary uniformity. 

Auerbach’s U.S. reflections reinforced his apprehensions about proposed university reforms in 
Germany. He was critical of American involvement and warned his friends that the U.S. academy 
could provide no model for Germany. The German system was, on the whole, “incomparably 
better,” and U.S. style democratization would lower the intellectual level. He acknowledged that, 
“after all that happened,” German universities may require change, but it should be grounded in 
German conceptions [178]. Mimesis probed the limits of Bildung and humanist ideals and offered 
an egalitarian Christian vision as an alternative. Now that humanist education faced a serious 
democratic challenge, Auerbach recoiled. Contemporary critics view the anxiety he expressed 
about the loss of diversity (Mannigfaltigkeit) in “Philology and Weltliteratur” (1952) as an appeal 
for cultural pluralism, or, in contemporary parlance, multiculturalism [179]. They are not wrong, but 
Auerbach’s pluralism was a product of German mandarin discourse and reflected ambivalence about 
modernity and democracy, cultural pessimism (Kulturpessimismus), and anti-Americanism [180]. 

Auerbach remained a captive of the Bildung discourse he criticized, and this raises questions 
about his progressivism and cosmopolitanism. His intellectual profile defies a sharp outline. As a 
young man in Weimar—a George admirer and a German patriot—he was fairly conservative, but 
he also kept the company of Marxists, like Benjamin and Bloch. He deployed historicist categories 
as national spirit but they were attenuated by contextual analysis—historical, even sociological. His 
disposition towards the nation was ambivalent: He liked it in its premodern phase, thought well 
enough of nineteenth-century democratic nationalism, but regarded ethnic and populist nationalism 
as destructive of the nation. He trusted German state officials and adhered to bureaucratic 
procedure ad absurdum (submitting, in early 1941 from Istanbul, a request to extend his permission 
to reside abroad), but his ideal state was always part of a cosmopolitan Europe of nations. 

The colleagues Auerbach kept were, for the most part, the more liberal mandarins, like 
Bultmann and Vossler. Among the humanists, his response to Nazism was distinct for affirming a 
democratic vision of Christianity. He welcomed “the inner history of the last thousand years [as] 
the history of mankind achieving self-expression” but he also thought it ended in stultifying 
uniformity and leveling. A product of Protestant academic culture, his affinities were with Catholic 
cosmopolitanism. The epitome of upper-bourgeois Jewish urbanity, he was an advocate of 
Christian sermo humilis, critical of Castiglione and Montaigne for cultivating a courtly style. His 
class prejudice came out most in contempt for American culture and fellow Jews (and, in both 
cases, prejudice reflected also his resentment of their accomplishments). “Son of a Viennese  
Jew and an opera singer,” he said of Spitzer, a colleague to whom he owed his life, “he is full of 
activity and tactlessness, and has very lively ideas but not even a shadow of culture and true critical 
spirit” [181,182]. So much for Christian clemency for Jews lacking proper composure, and yet 
clemency and humility remained Auerbach’s cherished ideals. 

Auerbach’s students suggest how unconventional a mandarin he was. He was surrounded by 
dissenters (partly, no doubt, because he was Jewish). Hollweg and Krauss were Marxist socialists 
and were let off by the Nazis. Other students could not make a career in Nazi or postwar Germany. 
Krauss joined the Rote Kapelle (Red Orchestra) resistance group in Berlin, was arrested in 
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November 1942, sentenced to death in January 1943, and saved only through the intervention of 
the Marburg faculty, which had his sentence commuted to a prison term by declaring him 
psychologically deranged. In the postwar years, both Helwegg and Krauss were involved in 
programs for the democratic re-education of Germans. Krauss helped lay the foundations of East 
Germany’s academic culture by developing Marxist literary studies and drafting Bloch and 
Klemperer. Auerbach helped Krauss get the Bloch appointment through but refused to join, 
repeatedly making his liberal stance explicit [183]. He admired Krauss for acting on his convictions 
but also feared what awaited him in the Soviet Zone. 

Auerbach’s anticommunism never translated into Cold War politics. He was equally apprehensive 
about capitalist and communist modernization and resentful of what he regarded as a bipolar world 
squashing European diversity. More conservative intellectuals were content to use U.S. military 
power against communism while inveighing against the Americanization of European culture but 
Auerbach declined political engagement in the postwar years just as he had done in interwar 
Germany. If he did not advocate resistance to Nazism, he would not second anti-Soviet 
mobilization. Against totalitarianism, he consistently turned to Christian martyrology, first to 
Christ himself, then, in the postwar years, to St. Perpetua, whose triumphal vision was to Auerbach 
a source of consolation and unbound admiration [184]. Auerbach was by no means a conventional 
cultural critic but it was to disabuse intellectuals like him of their antiamerican prejudices and coax 
them towards a warmer acceptance of modernity and an unwavering commitment to Western 
liberal democracy, that the Cold War liberals established The Congress for Cultural Freedom [185]. 
Postwar trans-Atlantic liberalism represented hopeful cosmopolitanism, not Auerbach’s pessimistic 
Christian humanism. 

“European civilization is approaching the term of its existence,” wrote Auerbach in his last, 
posthumously published book. “[A]lready it is beginning to be engulfed in another, more 
comprehensive unity” [186]. He was unable to describe the emergent “unity” but he was not 
looking forward to it. Already in the 1930s, he found behind fascism and nationalism—German, 
Italian and Turkish—“a ruse of providence, designed to lead us along a bloody and tortuous path to 
an International of triviality and a culture of Esperanto” [187,188]. Technologies of modernization 
and nationalization undermined European pluralism. The European nation, and its state, Germany 
in particular, could not be saved. One had now to turn from nation to humanity, and think globally. 
But how was global culture possible when uniformity and leveling made humanistic education ever  
more problematic? Goethe’s cosmopolitanism, the search for Weltliteratur, did not turn out as 
expected. Globalization served as an opening not to Weltliteratur, but to morbid uniformity and a 
“European crisis.” 

What could the humanist philologist do to address the European crisis? Unable to outline a new 
cosmopolitanism, Auerbach sought instead “to form a lucid and coherent picture of [European] 
civilization” and its legacy. He looked backward to the making of Europe to learn how the decline 
of the West (Abendland) may be not averted but weathered. Ironically, he was perusing the history 
he was living—in reverse, looking at the dissolution of imperial Rome and Europe’s formation, 
while living Europe’s’ dissolution and the reformation of a universal culture. Still, the cultural 
transmission from late antiquity to the middle ages was to yield the essence of the European legacy. 

Empire was never Auerbach’s ideal: He loved the late Roman Empire about as much as 
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Augustine had. He described imperial Roman culture as living on borrowed time. Having 
undermined the ancient city-states’ civic cultures, the Empire was incapable of cultural innovation, 
and became lifeless, its aristocratic literary public progressively diminishing. Empire meant 
stagnation. In contrast, Auerbach loved the plurality of medieval Europe, the authenticity, however 
primitive, of the new peoples’ cultures, and the interplay between national life and “a European 
society,” between “vulgar” culture and “a European … Hochsprache (language of high culture)” [189]. 
The medieval moment metamorphosized later, it seems, in the Viconian world of nations, extending 
into the nineteenth-century, in Europe prior to the triumph of ethnonationalism. These were the 
high points of European culture, moments long gone, which Auerbach was trying to recapture as 
the European essence. 

The flowering of European culture, Auerbach decided, was dependent on Christian reworking of 
the classical heritage. As the literary public, always a narrow elite, was progressively diminishing 
in late antiquity, Christianity became, against its will, the custodian of classical culture. Through 
sermo humilis, Christianity made the sublime “accessible to all, descending to all men in  
loving-kindness … at one with the entire Christian congregation” [190]. Here was a model of 
cultural transmission appropriate for a democratic global age—Christianity helping shape a new 
universal culture. 

What unites [European nations] is their common root in antiquity and Christianity. For this 
combination contains the dialectical force which—even if Europe, like Rome before it, should now 
lose its power and even cease to exist as such—has prefigured the forms of a common social and 
cultural life on our planet [191]. 

Christianity tied together the divergent metamorphoses of Auerbach’s cosmopolitanism, from 
the Weimar Dante, a German European cosmopolitan, to Mimesis’ wartime pan-European 
modernist public, to the hopeless globalism of postwar years. But the variety of Auerbach’s 
cosmopolitanism was also grounded in the German nation. He was unable to imagine, as Austrian 
intellectuals did, a vital imperial culture. Hofmannsthal, Popper, Joseph Roth, Friedrich Torberg 
and Werfel had each to negotiate between imperial and national identities, and their cosmopolitanism 
reflected negotiation’s results. Auerbach’s cosmopolitan public remained ephemeral, and the new 
global culture an intangible nightmare, because he could never see beyond the Europe of nations. 
Once the German nation was gone, he faced the void. 

The Europe of nations first emancipated the Jews, then, at its moment of collapse, murdered 
them. As if acknowledging the fait accompli, Auerbach’s classical-Christian literary public had, in 
his last book, no place for the Jews. They vanished from Europe, losing even the role they had had 
in Mimesis, as makers of European civilization. Their disappearance reshaped Auerbach’s 
cosmopolitanism. The German cosmopolitan who had begun his way hopefully with Dante and 
Christian engagement in the earthly world, and went into exile with Dante, bemoaning having to 
eat foreign bread and imagining a cosmopolitan literary public, ended up in despair with Pascal’s 
hatred of the world and Hugh of St. Victor’s espousal of permanent exile as the ground of 
cosmopolitanism. “The man who finds his homeland (patria; Heimat) sweet is still a tender 
beginner; he to whom every soil is as his homeland is already strong; but he is perfect to whom the 
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entire world is a foreign land (exsilium)” [192,193]. Auerbach finally brought his cosmopolitanism 
in conformity with Jewish exile –through Christian sources and with no hope for the future. 

6. German Jewish Cosmopolitanism Triumphant: Auerbach in Contemporary Europe 

The despair and alienation characterizing Auerbach’s postwar writings contrasted remarkably 
with their spectacular success. In the spring of 1949, just as Auerbach found out that his heart 
condition would make it impossible for him to continue at Penn State (he lost his university health 
insurance), he received an invitation to the Institute of Advanced Studies at Princeton for 1949–1950. 
Princeton literary critic and Dante scholar, Francis Fergusson, who had met Auerbach in Vermont 
late in 1947, urged the Institute Director, Robert Oppenheimer, to invite the still unknown visitor, 
so as to facilitate the launching of a (soon to become famous) literary seminar. The émigrés’ 
network, above all Princeton’s art historian, Erwin Panofsky, joined in lending their support. 
Fergusson and most U.S. critics read no German, so Auerbach’s reputation was initially based on 
émigré reports and personal encounters. But not for long: As different Mimesis essays began 
showing up in 1950 in U.S. literary journals, the enchantment was immediate. The sophisticated, 
beautifully crafted essays were a pleasure to read. Scholarly encounters with the quietly erudite 
Auerbach left the impression of a rare exemplar of old world urbanity. “All around you hear 
nothing but Mimesis,” complained a jealous Curtius, visiting Princeton in 1949 [194]. 

In the spring of 1950, Auerbach received a “very good offer” from Yale. Yale would become the 
final station in his tumultuous life: “The good traveler arrived at his destination and rested” [195,196]. 
He and Marie received U.S. citizenship, a security they had not known since the Nuremberg  
Laws [197]. A Marburg chair offer arrived, all too late, in March 1953, to find the Auerbachs 
staying in the U.S., not altogether happily but with pride that they no longer depended on the 
Heimat that had cast them out. In 1956, Auerbach became the first Sterling Professor of Romance 
Languages at Yale. The fall after, he died, just short of his sixty-fifth birthday. 

Already in the last years of his life, Auerbach was becoming a mythical figure in the U.S., the 
model of the émigré scholar, survivor of a superior culture, who was propelling the American 
academy to new heights. Henri Peyre, a leading French Studies scholar and the chair of Auerbach’s 
department at Yale, testified to the emerging legend: “Jew by birth (Israélite de naissance), 
agnostic by formation and cast of mind, painter of Greco-Roman culture and reader of the Church 
Fathers and Dante, [Auerbach] seemed to us to embody the precious qualities of the European 
humanist of the time of Lessing, Herder and Goethe” [198]. Mimesis appealed to wide and diverse 
audiences. Selected essays were first published in the New Critics’ literary magazines. Auerbach’s 
German historical philology challenged the New Critics’ formalism, yet his agile stylistic analysis 
appealed to them. Reviews of Mimesis were admiring: “hailed as ‘the most important and brilliant 
… literary history that had been published in the last fifty years’,” wrote René Wellek [199–201]. 
Wellek himself remained critical, and Auerbach’s reviews of American works on Dante were a 
rejoinder and created an exemplary dialogue between divergent interpretive traditions. Mimesis 
also contributed to the emergent comparative literature field, and was popular among medievalists. 
No consensus has ever emerged on its arguments but there was no denial of Auerbach’s 
achievement [202–204]. 
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New York intellectuals, Alfred Kazin and Delmore Schwartz, wrote the first two blurbs appearing 
on the cover of Mimesis’ paperback edition [205–207]. This was no coincidence. The post-Marxist 
Jewish intelligentsia sought integration into the Western literary tradition via high modernism. 
Mimesis provided a blueprint. Historian David Hollinger has shown how a secular cosmopolitan 
worldview, emphasizing scientific universalism, served the Jewish entry into the U.S. academy in 
the postwar years [208]. The Congress for Cultural Freedom, representing a collaboration of 
European remigrés and New York intellectuals, made this worldview central to an emergent liberal 
trans-Atlantic culture. The secular Jews usually left it to their non-Jewish colleagues to think 
through the possibilities of Christian cosmopolitanism for a religiously tolerant Europe. But in 
Auerbach they found a Christianity-inspired Jew who provided an unmatched narrative for Jewish 
integration into a secularized Christian West. To be sure, Auerbach left no room for ethnic Jewish 
consciousness, but the majority of U.S. Jewish intellectuals sought no such in the postwar years. 
They taught college students with relish the grand narrative of Western civilization, from Homer 
and the Bible via the medieval Christian West to the scientific revolution and the Enlightenment to 
twentieth-century modernism. Auerbach provided the ultimate vindication for the postwar Jewish 
secular liberal cosmopolitan worldview. 

Mimesis had appeared in German in the fall of 1946, seven years earlier than the U.S. edition. 
European responses came a bit slower and were more muted. Germans were more familiar with 
Mimesis’ distinctive blend of historical philology, stylistic analysis and modernism, which had 
been introduced by the interwar generation of humanist philologists. Europe also had no equivalent 
to the U.S. progressive Jewish intelligentsia to turn Auerbach’s abendländische narrative into a 
liberal westliche one, no comparable secular Cold War liberalism. Still, numerous positive reviews 
established Auerbach securely as a leading German philologist. The polemics with Curtius over the 
history of Stiltrennung, which elicited Auerbach’s reaffirmation of Mimesis’—and his own—
German identity, highlighted Auerbach’s prominence [209,210]. The 1953 Marburg chair offer 
reflected Auerbach’s new status. 

By the late 1960s, however, the Western civilization narrative of the Cold War years came 
under siege. The U.S. Jewish intelligentsia was exploring its ethnoreligious identity, the 68ers on 
both sides of the Atlantic challenged the Western narrative on grounds of class, gender and race 
and highlighted its imperialist implications, and the German 68ers, in particular, attacked the 
interwar philological humanists as anticommunists and fascists. Auerbach never drew as much fire 
as Curtius, but the critique spilled over to him, too [211]. The liberal grand narrative had not quite 
emerged from under the 68ers’ attack when the poststructuralists demolished whatever remained of 
it. Mimesis seemed to have lost its luster, and Auerbach was in danger of becoming obsolete. 

Just at this moment, help came from the least expected quarter—from Edward Said and 
postcolonial studies. Said was not known for forgiveness toward Eurocenteric Western narratives 
but Auerbach was an exception. From early on in his career, when he and Maire Said translated 
“Philology and Weltliteratur” (1969) to his 1983 essay collection, The World, the Text, and the 
Critic to one of his last essays—an introduction to a new edition of Mimesis—Said was engaged 
with Auerbach [212,213]. Their parallel use of Vico as an Ansatzpunkt (starting-point) for their 
work may have first triggered Said’s interest but his emotional attachment to Auerbach was due 
most to a feeling of shared liminality as cosmopolitan intellectuals in exile. Both Said and 
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Auerbach shared secularized Christian inspiration and humanist training, and yet, living on the 
East-West boundary, were liminal to the traditions forming them. Said captured better than anyone 
Auerbach’s peculiar position as “a non-Christian explaining Christianity’s achievement [and] in so 
doing, travel[ing] from his roots still further” [214]. 

To be sure, as representatives of their respective “minority cultures,” Auerbach and Said 
displayed opposite attitudes [215]. Auerbach assumed distance toward his Jewishness and sought 
nothing more than integration in the Western mainstream. When Martin Buber requested, in 1956, 
that Auerbach write an introduction to the Hebrew edition of Mimesis, Auerbach declined, 
mentioning that he had refused a similar Italian request and was unfamiliar with Israel [216]. He 
made it clear he had no special relationship to Modern Hebrew culture. In contrast, Said 
imaginatively espoused Palestine and the Arab world, and sought to vindicate them against the 
West. But Said recognized that he, too, “travelled further from his roots,” and, precisely because 
Auerbach’s Jewishness was non-threatening, exile’s affinities could count the most. Said was kind 
to Auerbach. Where I see Auerbach lamenting, as a German mandarin, modernization and 
Bildung’s decline, Said saw him protesting nationalist uniformity, presaging the rise of other 
civilizations, and rescuing sense and meaning from fragments of modernity, from exile, by 
reconstructing an alternative European history from the margins [217]. Auerbach became a 
postcolonial prophet. 

The last two decades have witnessed explosion of global interest in Auerbach. The search for 
useable concepts of global culture and transnational European history found in the Jewish German 
émigré, skirting the cultural and geographic boundaries of three continents, a unique cosmopolitan 
potential. East-German scholars may have led the way with publication, in the late 1980s, of 
Auerbach’s correspondence with Benjamin and Krauss [218,219]. Since then, Auerbach’s 
centenary, the fiftieth anniversary of his death, and Mimesis’ fiftieth anniversary have been 
celebrated with major conferences and publications. Auerbach’s sparse archives and surviving 
correspondence have been painstakingly collected and studied in detail [220]. Literary and historical 
studies of every aspect of his biography, work, and global reception have continuously appeared, 
and the stream is growing. In Great Books courses, “Odysseus’ Scar” and “Farinata and 
Calvacante” are read in conjunction with Homer and Dante. No German Jewish émigré, other than 
Arendt and Benjamin, has attracted similar attention in recent decades. Auerbach has become a 
European and global intellectual par-excellence. 

7. Conclusions 

It is not difficult to see Auerbach’s attraction for contemporary Europeans. Mimesis constructed 
a cosmopolitan literary public and a pan-European space, inclusive of Jews, and, due to its Istanbul 
production site—“a non-European, albeit Europeanizing space”—gesturing toward the East and 
Muslim inclusion [221]. The cosmopolitan culture (weltliche Kultur) into which Auerbach, the 
exile, performing as a modernist writer versed in Europe’s traditions, wished to be integrated is the 
world Europeans would like to see themselves creating today [222]. Mimesis seems to allude to the 
Holocaust, but recollects cherished literary moments, highlights Europe’s Christian past but seems 
to open it up universally. Auerbach projects Europe as it could have been, if only National 
Socialism had not triumphed: cosmopolitan and multicultural, accepting of Jews and Muslims (on 
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condition they became secular Christians). The German Jewish émigré wrote a cultural history 
Europeans love, offering an overcoming of Europe’s past (Vergangenheitbewältigung), in which all 
wish to take part. 

Auerbach made no demands as a Jew. He negotiated his way into European culture via Dante. 
He confronted Europe and the Holocaust with Christian martyrology—with Christ on the cross, St. 
Perpetua, St. Augustine, St. Bernard and Pascal—not with the Akeda, Amalek or Jacob. The dark 
past of Jewish-Christian relations was not part of his history. His humanism articulated a society 
living on Christian heritage, open to non-believers who were willing, like him, to become part of 
the heritage. Burckhardt had created the figure of Dante as a cosmopolitan exile, and Auerbach 
inhabited it. The German Jewish émigré became the great mediator of European culture, the best of 
Europeans, a culturally Christian Jew, and the better for it. 

The traditional Jewish historian cannot but feel irate about Auerbach becoming for contemporaries 
the paradigmatic European Jew. His life and work show Jewish assimilation at the limits of its 
success. His friends and associates were mostly non-Jewish, tied by genuine solidarity, friendship 
and love, and a shared German European culture. Most of them opposed the Nazis, and some 
risked their lives resisting. They do give a measure of what Germany could have been like if the 
disastrous turn nationalism had taken in the 1880s had not culminated with National Socialism. But 
they also show the limits of the Jewish life assimilation permitted, and suggest that we resist both 
the cultural history Auerbach offers and histories of the European Jewish intelligentsia that make 
him the paradigmatic German Jewish intellectual. 

To be sure, the Jewish European histories foregrounding Auerbach, and the definition of 
Europeanness they form, are amongst the most benevolent that Jews have been offered in over two 
millennia. Jewish life will continue, perhaps even thrive, in Auerbach’s Europe, even if traditional 
Jews are relegated to the margins. But contemporary Europe, where progressive Germans ease 
even Gershom Scholem’s way back into German culture, and where appreciation of Jewish 
ethnicity and acceptance of Jewish difference are not uncommon, can do better. There must be 
other ways of writing Jewish European history. 

An alternative Jewish European history cannot return to nationalist narrative. Auerbach belongs 
in it: a Jewish intellectual working European, specifically Christian, materials, to express universal 
ideals, responding to his situation as a German acculturated Jew, and, at the same time, as a secular 
Christian and German intellectual. Primo Levi recounts the elevation he experienced in Auschwitz 
when reciting the Ulysses Canto from Dante’s Inferno—“you were made men, to follow after 
knowledge and excellence”—while walking to a paltry lunch [223]. Lodz (Litzmannstadt) Ghetto 
diaries describe the elevation experienced at the Jewish Orchestra’s performance of German 
composers—the Jews seen in photos wearing the yellow star armbands [224]. Spitzer, who rebuked 
Auerbach for lack of ethnic solidarity, confessed in his April 1933 letter to Löwith: “I have recently 
heard the Passion of St. Matthew, its meaning is very timely when describing the loneliness of the 
persecuted” [225]. No one can deny the authenticity of these experiences or suggest that Dante, 
Beethoven and Bach—and even St. Matthew and the Passion—did not become part of Jewish 
European culture. But they cannot stand alone as signifiers for the European Jew and European 
Jewish culture. Their Europeanness entailed a loss of traditional Jewish culture, which must remain 
part of European history. 
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Visiting his Habilitationsvater in Cologne shortly after he had been appointed in Marburg, 
Auerbach wrote in Spitzer’s guestbook: “Our subject is … that Rome whence Christ is Roman,” 
echoing Purgatorio XXXII: 102: “Quella Roma onde Cristo e romano” [226,227]. The Jewish 
historian, aware of Christian Rome’s significance in Jewish history, can barely restrain himself 
from responding to Auerbach with Christian Rome’s own wrathful cry at the Muslim reconquest of 
Jerusalem from the Crusaders: “Deus venerunt gentes” (Psalm 79:1)—“O God, the nations have 
invaded your inheritance.” Instead, and more productively, the historian may confront Auerbach 
and Spitzer with an alternative Jewish European history, one focusing on the Jewish struggle 
against Rome, and highlighting the Europeanness of traditional Jewish culture.  
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Abstract: Auerbach’s goal in writing “Figura” and Mimesis was the rejection of Aryan 
philology and Nazi barbarism, based on racism, chauvinism and the mythologies of 
Blood, Volk and Soil, which eliminated the Old Testament from the Christian canon 
and hence from European culture and civilization. Following the Nazi Revolution of 
1933 and the triumph of Aryan philology, Auerbach began writing “Figura,” published 
in 1938, where he provided an apology for the Old Testament’s validity and credibility, 
striving to prove that the Jewish Bible was inseparable from the New Testament 
contrary to the claims of Aryan philology and Nazi historiography. Auerbach’s 
“Figura” should be considered not merely as a philological study but also, and more 
importantly, as a crucial stage in his response to the crisis of German philology with 
Mimesis, in turn, seen as his affirmation, against Aryan philology’s Nazi racist and 
völkish views, of the humanist, Judeo-Christian foundation of European civilization. 
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1.Introduction  

We must emphasize with all decisiveness that Christianity did not grow out of Judaism but developed in 
opposition to Judaism. 

Reich’s Bishop Ludwig Müller, 1933 
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Moses and Christ [are] related as figure and fulfillment.  

Erich Auerbach, “Figura,” 1938 

Away with the Old Testament! A Christianity which still clings to the Old Testament is a  
Jewish Religion, irreconcilable with the spirit of the German people. 

Demand by the German Christians in the rally at Berlin Sportpalast, 13 November 1933 

[Figural interpretation] wished to preserve the full historicity of the Scriptures along with  
the deeper meaning.  

Erich Auerbach, “Figura,” 1938 

Did Christianity arise out of Judaism being thus its continuation and completion, or does it  
stand in opposition to Judaism? To this question we respond: Christian faith is the  
unbridgeable religious contradiction to Judaism.  

“The Godesberg Declaration” of the Evangelical Lutheran Church, April 4, 1939 

[Auerbach’s figural interpretation] asserted both the historical reality of the Old and the  
New Testaments and also their providential connectedness. 

Lowry Nelson, Jr. “Erich Auerbach: Memoir of a Scholar,” Yale Review 69 (1979–80) 

In the “Introduction” to his Literary Language & Its Public in Late Latin Antiquity and in the 
Middle Ages, 1958, Erich Auerbach (1892–1957) described the close, inextricable connection in his 
thought between philology and ideology, thus illuminating his unique approach in the field of 
“philology and literary expression,” and showing how intrinsically connected his philological 
enterprise was to “the inward and outward crises of Europe” of his times [1]. Auerbach claimed 
that in comparison to other prominent philologists of his time, such as Karl Vossler (1872–1949), 
Ernst Robert Curtius (1886–1956) and Leo Spitzer (1887–1960), the source of his work was 
unique: “My work” he wrote “shows a much clearer awareness of the European crisis [2].” 

It is our thesis in what will follow that Auerbach’s philological, historical and philosophical 
enterprise in “Figura” (1938) and Mimesis: The Representation of Reality on Western Literature 
(1946) was directed against a very specific and well-defined crisis in Germany and Europe of his 
time. Auerbach referred in the above words not only to the general political and social crises of his 
time in Germany [3], but also, and most importantly, to a specific crisis in his own discipline, 
namely the crisis of philology, the development of Aryan philology and its eventual triumph in the 
Third Reich following the Nazi Revolution of 1933. Aryan philology was based on racism, anti-
Semitism, narrow nationalism and sheer chauvinism. It strove to eliminate the Old Testament from 
the Christian canon, and, hence, from the very fabric of European culture and civilization [4]. Our 
goal here is to show and analyze the extent to which Aryan philology influenced Auerbach’s 
thought and motives in the writing of “Figura.” 
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2. Arian Philology 

Based on the legends and mythologies of “Blood, Volk and Soil”—Blut und Boden, the major 
slogan of Nazi racial ideology which focused ethnicity based on blood, folk and homeland, 
Heimat—Aryan philology was a unique German racist, chauvinist and anti-humanistic philology, 
which strove to fashion new Aryan origins of the German people, to shape a new Germanic or 
Nordic Christianity, to reject and eliminate the Old Testament from the Christian canon, and thus  
to construct new origins, aims and goals, for the history of the German people in particular and  
of Western civilization in general. Much of Auerbach’s works, but most specifically “Figura”  
and Mimesis, were directed against the racist, chauvinist and anti-Semitic premises of Aryan 
philology [5]. 

During the Weimar Republic, “Philology had become a metaphor for numbing, drudgery, 
authoritarian discipline [6].” In contrast, Auerbach’s philology is humanistic, or a philological 
humanism in other words, meaning a philology which is not based on racism, nationalism, 
chauvinism and Aryanism. He was a humanist philologist who stressed the humanist dimensions of 
Western culture and literature in contrast to Aryan, racist, philology. Against the German myths of 
Blood, Volk, Soil and Aryanism, he strove to prove the origins of European humanist civilization. 
Auerbach’s narrative therefore is the narrative of Western civilization, not of specific race or ethnic 
group of people. Having advocated philological humanism in place of Aryan, racist philology, 
Auerbach rather promoted the Judeo-Christian humanist tradition of Western civilization. His was 
then the struggle of humanist philologist, of “historicist humanism” [7], against Aryan philology’s 
de-canonization of the Old Testament and Nazi barbarism. Auerbach believed in historicism, or 
that mode of mode of thinking that assigns a central and basic significance to a specific context, 
such as historical period, geographical place and local culture. As such it stood in contrast to 
individualist theories of knowledge such as empiricism and rationalism, which neglect the role of 
history and traditions. 

Aryan philology in Germany was inextricably linked to ideology and history as it tended to 
uphold Nazi racist and völkish ideology. That the elimination of the Old Testament from the fabric 
of German life and culture became central in Nazi ideology can be clearly seen in the thought of 
the influential Nazi intellectual Alfred Rosenberg (1893–1946), who was one of the main 
advocates of key Nazi ideological creeds such as racial theory, persecution of the Jews, 
Lebensraum (“habitat” or literally “living space”), and more. For Rosenberg, “the eternal Aryan 
values were contrasted to Judaeo-Christian depravity.” Hence, he declared: “The Old Testament as 
a book of religious instruction must be abolished once and for all. With it will end the unsuccessful 
attempts of the last one-and-a-half millennia to make us all spiritual Jews.” (Emphasis added). 
Regarding Jesus himself, Rosenberg claimed that as “for Jesus’ ancestry is concerned, there is not 
the slightest reason to believe” that “Jesus was of Jewish ancestry [8].” 

The struggle in Germany against the Jewish Bible, and against Jewish influence in general, 
reached its height after the Nazi Revolution of 1933, which signaled also the triumph of Aryan 
philology in Germany. A clear example of the influence of omnipresence Anti-Semitism fueled by 
combined forces of Aryan philology and Nazi historiography can be clearly seen in the mass rally 
organized along Nazi party style by the German Christians—Deutsche Christen—on 13 November 
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1933 at the Berlin Sportpalast. The German Christians movement, officially organized in 1931 as 
the Nazi Wing of the Evangelical Church, initially emerged during the 1920s “as an effort to 
synthesize Christianity with a rabid German Nationalism [9].” It was established “to ensure the 
racial survival and de-judaizing the Christian faith and had been represented in sundry Church 
parliaments [10].” In the 1933 Berlin Sportpalast rally, before a packed hall of 20.000 supporters, 
banners proclaiming the unity of National Socialism and Christianity were interspersed with the 
omnipresent swastikas. A series of speakers addressed the crowd’s pro-Nazi sentiments with ideas 
such as the removal of all pastors unsympathetic with National Socialism, the expulsion of 
members of Jewish descent, etc. Not the least among these demands was “the removal of the Old 
Testament from the Bible,” or from the Christian canon, and the adoption of a more “heroic” and 
“positive” interpretation of Jesus, who in pro-Aryan fashion should be portrayed as battling 
mightily against corrupt Jewish influences [11]. 

According to Nazi Pastor Dr. Reinhold Krause, who preached at the Berlin rally, German 
Protestantism needed a “‘second Reformation.’” Hence he submitted three reforms, among them 
the “Elimination of the Old Testament and of ‘palpably misrepresenting or superstitious passages 
in the New Testament’ [12].” (Emphasis added). Krause demanded the elimination of the Old 
Testament because of its Jewish “commercial morality” and “unedifying stories of ‘cattle-dealers 
and pimps,” as well as the rejection of the theology of “Rabbi Paul [13].” Needless to say, that 
“meeting enthusiastically adopted a resolution supporting Dr. Krause’s reforms [14].” Indeed, 
many “Deutsche Christen theologians who were loyal to Nazi ideology rejected the OT [Old 
Testament], precisely because they thought of it as a Jewish book [15].” For example, Ludwig 
Müller (1883–1945), the leader of the German Christians and Reich’s Bishop (1933) of the German 
Evangelical Church, declared in 1934: “We must emphasize with all decisiveness that Christianity 
did not grow out of Judaism but developed in opposition to Judaism [16].” (Emphasis in original). 

In this broad historical, racial, Anti-Semitic and Aryan philological, context, Auerbach’s 
“Figura” can be described as an apology for the Old Testament in an age of the crisis of German 
philology and the triumph of Aryan Philology following the Nazi revolution of 1933. Auerbach 
argued therefore that figuralism or typology “originated in early Christian efforts to show that Jesus 
Christ was indeed the Messiah and had fulfilled Jewish prophecies, by retrospectively explaining 
the Hebrew Bible as the ‘Old’ of the ‘New Testament’ [17].” By seeing that figural interpretation 
“asserted both the historical reality of the Old and the New Testaments and also their providential 
connectedness” [18], the credibility and validity of the Old Testament was thus fully asserted and 
its authority fully assured against the premises of Aryan philology. Likewise, Mimesis, which 
Auerbach began writing in 1942, the most decisive year in World War II in which the Battle of 
Stalingrad, the Battle of Midway in the Pacific Ocean, and El Alamein in North Africa all took 
place, is an apology for Western Judeo-Christian humanist tradition in an age of peril, barbarism 
and tyranny. That is, it is an apology not in terms of regret, remorse, or sorrow but rather as a 
strong defense or justification. “Figura” and Mimesis are indeed an apologetic endeavor of a 
humanist apologist. Like Augustine and Pascal, to name only a few famous Christian apologists, 
Auerbach too wrote an apology—an apology for Western humanist civilization in a time of the 
gravest existential threat it faced. Apology is typically written by someone who claims to know the 
truth and strives to show it in its full colors in a world which denounced it; hence it is written in 
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dark times of peril and danger threatening this truth. This applied as well to Auerbach, because, as 
René Wellek has written, what Auerbach produced “was oriented toward truth” [19] or, to use 
Auerbach’s own words, toward “an absolute claim to historical truth [20].” 

Auerbach’s seminal essay “Figura” [21] appeared in 1938, though its inception took place in 
Germany before Auerbach went into exile [22]. And after taking refuge in Istanbul in 1936, 
“Auerbach finished drafting the essay on figura from notes gathered before he had left Germany 
and from research undertaken in Turkey [23].” If this contention is right, and there is no reason to 
believe otherwise, then Auerbach began working on his famous essay after the Nazi Revolution of 
1933, which also signaled the triumph of Aryan philology. Thus, although “Figura” is minted in the 
thick veins of medieval exegesis, it is our thesis that in this essay Auerbach enlisted philology in 
the service of humanist ideology, or in his struggle against the premises of Aryan philology. More 
specifically, he used philology in order to show that figural and not allegorical interpretation guided 
Western Christianity until the Age of Enlightenment, hence confirming the close and intrinsic 
connection between the Old and the New Testaments, in contrast to the racist, Anti-Semitic 
premises of Aryan philology. 

Auerbach argued that the word figura, originated “in pagan antiquity,” and was then developed 
by “the Church Fathers” into a system of singular figural interpretation of reality, which “was of 
the greatest historical importance,” ([21], pp. 27–8) thus establishing close, intrinsic and 
inseparable ties between the Old and the New Testament, Judaism and Christianity. “Figura” thus 
signifies a unique mode of historical causation, “figural causation” [24], which is radically different 
from ancient, classic teleological notions of causality. Further, seeing that figura denotes an 
important Patristic mode of biblical exegesis, Aryan philology’s aim to eliminate the Hebrew Bible 
from the Christian canon, and as a consequence to construct new origins and hence goals for the 
German people, clearly had no warrant and validity whatsoever. Indeed, Auerbach brought into the 
foreground in 1930s a thesis about figura, which was known only to modern medievalists and 
philologists [25], but the reason for that is more than clear: he fully understood that this thesis was 
vitally relevant to his own historical, political, ideological and philological context in his struggle 
against the premises of Aryan philology. His was then a grand mission of great proportions in 
“Figura:” to provide the meaning of figura and its humanist ramifications for the course of 
European civilization as it was used after the fashion of Saint Paul, Augustine, Aquinas and Dante. 
In the hands of Auerbach, then, figura, which was born “in the nexus of Judaism and Christianity,” 
embodies “one of the conditions of the literary project of the West [26]." Philology, in other words, 
became in Auerbach’s hands an ideological tool and figural interpretation was transformed into a 
formidable weapon against Aryan philology. Humanist ideology, thus became an essential part of 
philology, and philology became inseparable from ideology. 

3. “Figura” and “Allegory” 

In “Figura,” Auerbach strongly insisted on a firm and rigid demarcation between “figura” and 
“allegory,” or the Index figurarum and the Index de allegoriis [27], thus drawing a clear-cut 
contrast between “allegory, in which figure is feigned to illustrate a given proposition, and figura, 
in which both terms, the figure and the figured, are deemed real [28].” Basically, Auerbach 
explains, figure “differs from allegory in that allegory involves an abstract sign that leads beyond 
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itself rather than to another real historical being” as in the case of figure [29]. Figura thus implies 
realism, and vice versa. Later on in Mimesis, Auerbach explained that one of the main differences 
between allegory and figura is that allegory moves “horizontally” on earth, or in the historical 
realm, while figura “vertically,” thus connecting Heaven and earth or the sacred and the secular. 
Allegory is “horizontal,” because it deals with the realm of “the temporal and causal,” while figura 
is vertical since “both occurrences are vertically linked to Divine Providence [30].” Hence, as we 
will see later, figura and the figural view of reality denote eschatology and apocalypse. 

Although acknowledging “the fact that allegoria is prominent in medieval exegesis,” Auerbach 
nonetheless insisted “that figura is the dominant mode and that it replaces allegory as a category 
for the Christian interpretation of the Bible and the physical universe [31].” The figural view of 
reality is thus radically different from the allegorical one. In the broad historical and religious 
confines of the rise of Christianity, according to Auerbach, the “spiritualist-ethical-allegorical” 
interpretation had “little influence on the freshly converted people” to Christianity ([21], p. 55). 
One of the main sources for the different power and role Auerbach assigned to figura and allegoria 
lay in their different origins: “the figural method in Europe goes back to Christian influences, while 
the allegorical method derives from ancient pagan sources, and also that the one is applied 
primarily to Christian, the other to ancient materials” ([21], p. 63. Emphasis added). European 
literary culture’s representation of reality thus, in accordance with Auerbach’s newly acquired 
“anticlassical bias” [32], did not originate with the pagan classic Greeks, which the Nazis adored 
and worshiped, but rather with the Judeo-Christian heritage. This contention will later serve as the 
core of the first chapter in Mimesis. 

Evidently, Auerbach considered “figura” as an example of “Ansatzpunkt, a major semantic point 
of departure providing insight into very large literary or cultural movements—in the case the 
separation between classical and Christian forms and attitudes.” This important concept in 
Auerbach’s philological philosophy leads us directly to the crucial issue of Auerbach’s main aim in 
his famous essay, or in the words of Jesse M. Gellrich: “If the opposition of figure and allegory is 
such a point of departure, then what is the larger problem to which it provides access?” Auerbach’s 
concern, argues Gellrich, is clearly “predominantly with the Christian departure from classical use 
of figura in rhetoric and oratory, but he also discusses the distinction from allegory, which he 
represents as Greek literary form and an Eastern influence fundamentally incompatible with the 
historical interests of Western exegesis.” In sum, writes Gellrich, according to Auerbach 
“Tertullian and Augustine are to be separated from Origen and Philo of Alexandria, insofar as the 
Greek writers compose an allegorization that devalues the relevance of the historical record by 
rendering the entire Old Testament as a mere shadow show of moral concepts and future 
happenings [33].” (Emphasis added.) In contrast, according to Augustine, “what is the Old 
Testament but the New Testament veiled; and what is the New Testament but the Old Testament 
unveiled [34].” The Old Testament thus prophetically prefigures the New Testament, and the later 
could be read as a figural realization or interpretation of the Hebrew Bible. More specifically, in the 
context of the history of salvation and redemption, Figura denotes eschatology and apocalypse; 
hence it constituted a crucial dimension of sacred, providential history. In “Figura,” therefore, 
Auerbach set out a transcendentalist scheme. In sum, by claiming the predominance of figura in 
Christian thought, Auerbach opposed “the spiritualist-ethical-allegorical method.” ([21], p. 55). 
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This is the crux of the matter—figura signifies essentially an intrinsic, inextricable relationship 
between the Old and the New Testaments. Historically and theologically, there were two well-defined 
schools in early Christianity regarding the right interpretation of the Hebrew Bible. The Alexandrian 
allegorical school, which was influenced by the thought of the Hellenistic Jewish world in 
Alexandria in which Philo and others viewed the Bible in Platonic terms as essentially an allegory, 
which was later Christianized by Origen Adamantius of Alexandria in the third century, and the 
figural school of Tertullian and Augustine. Yet, while allegorization “devalues the relevance of the 
historical record” of the Hebrew Bible and hence its value as the history and the laws of the Jewish 
people, figura, in contrast, through the figural, typological interpretation of history, which is the 
essence of figura according to Auerbach, rather keeps and preserves it:  

Figural interpretation establishes a connection between two events or persons, the first of which 
signifies not only itself but also the second, while the second encompasses or fulfills the first. The two 
poles of the figure are separate in time, but both, being real events or figures, are within time, within 
the stream of historical life ([21], p. 53). 

Figural interpretation thus connects two events or persons in historical time; the first, the type, 
signifies itself and the second, while the second, the antitype, fulfils the first, or the type. In other words, 

figura is something real and historical which announces something else that is also real andhistorical. 
The relationship between the two is similarity ([21], p. 29). 

Later on in Mimesis, Auerbach elaborated this point, claiming that the “figural interpretation of 
history” implies “that every occurrence, in all its everyday reality, is simultaneously a part in a 
world-historical context through which each part is related to every other, and thus is likewise to be 
regarded as being of all times or above all time [35].” 

These contentions, it should be stressed, are not merely philological semantic ones, but rather, 
ideological ontological in their nature, since, in the hands of Auerbach, they established the intrinsic, 
inextricable connections between the Old and the New Testament. The Christian interpreters thus 
viewed “the relationship between the earlier and latter events as ‘genetic’ and ‘causal,’ as willed by 
God and therefore ‘providential’ [36].” As Auerbach constantly strove to show, “Moses and 
Christ” are “related as figure and fulfillment” ([21], p. 34). In the same vein, Adam, Moses, Joshua, 
and David in the Old Testament are all prefigurations of Christ in his earthly mission. Likewise, 
Eve is a figure of Ecclesiae and Passover is a figure Christ—the wine a figure of his blood and the 
bread of his body ([21], pp. 27–9, 31–2). Thus Bishop Eucherius of Lyon wrote in the fifth century: 
“The intention of the Old Testament is to point to the New by figures and prophecies; that of the 
New to kindle the minds of men to the glory of eternal beatitude” ([21], p. 44). Later on in Mimesis 
Auerbach elaborated on this theme, claiming the Old Testament’s “episodes are interpreted as 
figures or phenomenal prophecies” [37], arguing that God is a “supratemporal figural conception;” 
hence in the Mystère d’Adam of the latter part of the twelfth century He “is called figura” and 
“figura salvatoris” [38]. 

Ultimately, according to Auerbach, the aim of figural interpretation “was to show that the 
persons and events of the Old Testament were prefigurations of the New Testament and its history 
of salvation” ([21], p. 30). Figural, typological historical interpretation was based on vertical 
structure, or a providential design, while traditional classical chronological historical interpretations 
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were based on horizontal succession. Seeing that figural interpretation “asserted both the historical 
reality of the Old and the New Testaments and also their providential connectedness” [39], the 
credibility and validity of the Old Testament is thus fully asserted and its authority fully assured 
against the premises of Aryan philology. In other words, “typological system of exegesis, 
expounded philologically in ‘Figura,’ actually contains a philosophy of history [40].” Humanist 
philology thus denotes historicism, or humanist history in Auerbach’s mind and vice versa. 
Evidently, one can find here the main reason why Auerbach emphasized repeatedly the dominance 
and predominance of figure in the life and thought of the early church and medieval history up 
through the eighteenth century [41]. Thus he argued:  

The difference between Tertullian’s more historical and realistic interpretation and Origen’s ethical, 
allegorical approach reflects a current conflict … one party strove to transform the events of the New 
and still more of the Old Testament into purely spiritual happenings, to ‘spirit away’ their historical 
character—the other wished to preserved the full historicity of the Scriptures along with the deeper 
meaning. In the West the latter tendency was victorious ([21], p. 36. Emphasis added). 

The triumph of figura in Patristic literature began with Tertullian in the third century and it 
reached its hegemonic culmination in the fourth century with Augustine. Both alike strove to 
reconcile the Old with the New Testament, claiming both parts of the Bible are the work of God. 
Figura thus became the foundation of the Christian conception of reality and, hence, of history. 
More specifically, figuralism or typology “originated in early Christian efforts to show that Jesus 
Christ was indeed the Messiah and had fulfilled Jewish prophecies, by retrospectively explaining 
the Hebrew Bible as the ‘Old’ of the ‘New Testament’ [42].” For example, “Joshua of the Old 
Testament serves as a figure for Jesus, and Jesus represents a fulfillment or completion of  
Joshua [43].” In sum, both parts of the Bible are essentially the work of God, an important 
contention Auerbach pressed against the premises of Aryan philology. 

Historically, “figural interpretation was of great practical use for the [Christian] mission of the 
fourth and the following centuries,” including of course, Auerbach noted with sheer irony, the 
conversion of the various German barbaric tribes ([21], p. 43). Furthermore, being a unique 
“interpretation of history” (([21], p. 57), figural interpretation determined for many centuries the 
Christian sense of time and vision of history, “or to put it more completely, the figural view of 
history was widespread and deeply influential up to the Middle Ages and beyond” ([21], p. 60). 
From the “fourth century on, the usage of the word figura and the method of interpretation 
connected with it are fully developed in nearly all the Latin Church writers,” and since then, 
continues Auerbach, “in most European countries figural interpretation was active up to the 
eighteenth century,” or the Age of Enlightenment ([21], pp. 34, 61). This was, in sum, Auerbach’s 
response to Aryan philology’s elimination of the Old Testament from the marrow of the Christian 
canon and the origins of Western civilization. More specifically, figural interpretation of reality 
“asserted that Jewish laws, customs, derivations, and philosophies were intrinsic—and 
inseparable—part of Western culture [44].” 

Evidently, for Auerbach, figural realism, or the figural view of reality, is based on the overall 
figural interpretation of history. In this unique figural view:  
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history, with all its concrete force, remains forever a figure, cloaked and needful of 
interpretation. In this light the history of no epoch ever has the practical self-sufficiency 
which, from the standpoint both of primitive man and of modern science, resides in the 
accomplished fact; all history, rather remains open and questionable, points to something 
still concealed, and the tentativeness of events in the figural interpretation is fundamentally 
different from the tentativeness of events in the modern view of historical development. In 
the modern view, a provisional event is treated as a step in an unbroken horizontal process; in 
the figural system the interpretation is always sought from above; events are considered not 
in their unbroken relationship to one another, but torn apart, individually, each in relation to 
something other that is promised and not yet present.  

Whereas in the modern view, the event is always self-sufficient and secure, while the interpretation is 
fundamentally incomplete, in the figural interpretation the fact is subordinated to an interpretation 
which is fully secured to begin with: the event is enacted according to an ideal model which is a 
prototype situated in the future and thus far only promised. ([21], pp. 58–9. Emphasis added)  

We quote this passage at length because Auerbach will later make “needful of interpretation” 
central to his distinction between the Homeric and the Hebrew biblical style in the first chapter of 
Mimesis. In this book, the figural interpretation of history reached its apotheosis in Dante and after 
him it declined. Dante thus signified a climax of the figural interpretation in the Middle Ages. Later 
on, the French realist novels of the nineteenth century constituted yet another apotheosis in the 
representation of reality, but this time without the figural interpretation of history. 

It should be noted, however, that the distinction Auerbach made between allegoria and figura in 
his philological enterprise has no factual, historical basis at all. In fact, according to Gellrich, rather 
“allegory eventually became the conventional category in medieval exegesis for describing the 
prefiguring characteristics of the Old Testament that Auerbach reserves for figura [45].” Likewise, 
Brian Stock argues that Auerbach’s “obvious weakness lay in the field of allegory,” namely his 
contention that figura and not allegory became the dominant mode in Western culture [46]. In view 
of these critical contentions, we may suggest that Auerbach’s idiosyncratic distinction is rather an 
ideological and not solely philological one. 

Auerbach’s goal was to show that although figura originated “in pagan antiquity” it was 
uniquely developed by “the Church Fathers” into a system of singular, figural historical interpretation, 
which “was of the greatest historical importance.” ([21], pp. 27–8) In its unique Judaeo-Christian 
usage and conception, Auerbach explained in Mimesis, figura is an Ansatzpunkt, thus introducing 
“an entirely new and alien element into the antique conception of history [47]." But as some have 
convincingly argued, “typology is another name for figura and scholars have long been aware that 
the rudiments of typology are discernable in the Aeneid,” or in pagan, classical culture. For 
example, “Aeneas prefigures the emperor Augustus; when he is with Cleopatra he prefigures Mark 
Anthony; Dido prefigures Cleopatra. Note that all this is figura, not allegoria, according to 
Auerbach’s distinction of terms [48].” 

Yet, if the above is right about the use of figura in the pagan, classical world, this is not quite so 
regarding Auerbach’s apocalyptic and eschatological notion of figura. For him, figura essentially 
denotes an important apocalyptic and eschatological dimension in sacred, providential history, thus 
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unquestionably establishing an inextricable link between the Old and the New Testament. And 
there is no apocalyptic or eschatological dimension when we say that Aeneas prefigures the 
emperor Augustus, but it is rather clearly the case with regarding “Moses and Christ,” since they 
are “related as figure and fulfillment,” ([21], p. 34) and Christ’s First and Second Coming are the 
most decisive apocalyptic and eschatological events in the sacred history of salvation and 
redemption. Accordingly, Auerbach argued that figura introduced a crucial point of semantic 
departure, an Ansatzpunkt, from the classical to the early Christian world or “an entirely new and 
alien element into the antique conception of history [49].” 

4. Meaning and Significance of Auerbach’s “Figura” 

Our goal here of course is not to refute the credibility and validity of Auerbach’s thesis about 
figura, but ultimately to understand it. Why, then, did Auerbach insist on using this wrong and 
unwarranted distinction between figura and allegoria? The answer is clear: he strove to combat 
Aryan philology’s rejection and exclusion of the Hebrew Bible. “Figura” then is “concerned 
predominantly with the Christian departure from classical use of figura in rhetoric and allegory.” 
The details of this distinction and its validity should no detain us here, but suffice it to say that for 
Auerbach, figura is a clear and important instance of “Ansatzpunkt,” a crucial point of departure 
which reveals the separation between forms and attitudes in the classical and Christian worlds [50]. 
The predominance of figura in Christian thought, according to Auerbach, served him well in his 
attempt to counter the decanonization of the Old Testament and hence its exclusion from the 
history of Western civilization. For, as Auerbach claimed, figura signified the relationship between 
two equally real persons, events, circumstances, etc. Now, if indeed he could prove that figural 
interpretation became predominant mainly in early Christianity, and not earlier in the pagan, 
classical world in which allegory was the dominant mode, then he could establish that a unique and 
indeed inseparable relationship existed from the very beginning between the Jewish and the 
Christian Bible. Philology, then, was essential to the ideological struggles and controversies in 
Nazi Germany. This is one of the main thrusts behind Auerbach’s “Figura.” 

In contrast to figura, then, which preserved the historicity of the Old Testament, allegory 
endangered the validity and credibility of the Jewish Bible. Auerbach therefore associated “the 
historicity of recorded events with the figuring stories about the Hebrew Bible.” Thus, although the 
“Hebraic narratives have historicity,” they are “in danger of evaporating into mere ‘signs’ by the 
allegorizing intention of Hellenic form of thought.” For in contrast to figura, Auerbach argued, 
allegory “disregarded” the “concrete, historical reality of the people and events in Old and New 
Testament narrative” (Emphasis added). As Gellrich has observed, 

the preference for figura and the disapproval of allegory are recto and verso of a single attitude, an 
inclination to conserve the specific contribution of the Hebrews to the New Testament and to the 
contour of history that exfoliated from it in the Western Middle Ages [51].  

Assuming that Gellrich is correct in his interpretation, we would like pose another question: 
why did Auerbach prefer the figural interpretation of reality over the allegorical one? And against 
whom was he trying “to conserve the specific contribution of the Hebrews to the New Testament”? 
Our answer is that he was trying to establish to the utmost the inseparable and inextricable 
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relationship between the Old and the New Testament in contrast to Aryan philology. Auerbach 
explained that in the past, figural interpretation “had grown out of a definite historical situation, the 
Christian break with Judaism and the Christian mission among the Gentiles” ([21], p. 56). Yet now, 
in Nazi Germany during the 1930s, and in a clear twist of historical irony, Aryan philology was 
leading rather to an unprecedented total break with Judaism, this time by severing the ties not only 
with national history of the Jews but also with the figural interpretation of history, which is the 
heart of Christian sense of time and vision of history. Plainly, the price of severing ties with the 
Old Testament would be indeed very high and fatal in terms of the very essence of the Christian 
faith, namely Christianity would lose “its conception of providential history” ([21], 52), the basis of 
which was found essentially in figural interpretation. This was one of the gravest ramifications of 
Aryan philology. 

The Church Fathers, explains Auerbach, tended indeed to “often justify the figural interpretation 
on the basis of certain passages in early Christian writings, mostly from the Pauline Epistles” ([21], 
p. 49). These passages sought “to strip the Old Testament of its normative character and show that 
it is merely a shadow of things to come” ([21], p. 50). In other words, the Old Testament in Paul’s 
figural interpretation ceased to be “a book of the law and history of Israel and became from 
beginning to end a promise and prefiguration of Christ.” Yet, as Auerbach emphasized, what the 
Old Testament lost “as a book of national history, it gained in concrete dramatic actuality” ([21],  
p. 51). Or more specifically, as Auerbach wrote later in Mimesis,  

The Old Testament was played down as a popular history and as the code of the Jewish people and 
assumed the appearance of a series of ‘figures,’ that is of prophetic announcements and anticipation 
of the coming of Jesus and the concomitant events [52]. 

Thus, a major semantic turning-point, Ansatzpunkt, took place with the rise of the figural 
interpretation of history: “The total content of the sacred writings was placed in an exegetic context 
which often removed the thing told very far from its sensory based,” or its immediate concrete 
historical context [53]. Subsequently, for Auerbach, “figural interpretation introduced by Paul 
when seeking to convert the Gentiles” acquires the “most fundamental consequences in the story 
that Mimesis tells [54].” Or as Auerbach wrote in Mimesis: “Paul and the Church Fathers 
reinterpreted the entire Jewish tradition as a succession of future prognosticating the appearance of 
Christ, and assigned the Roman Empire its proper place in the divine plan of salvation.” For 
“millennia” this figural interpretation of history “undergoes an incessant and active development 
with the life of man in Europe [55].” 

In contrast to figural interpretation, allegorical interpretation sought rather “to exclude the Old 
Testament altogether,” which meant among other things that “Christianity would necessarily have 
lost its conception of a providential history, its intrinsic concreteness, and with these no doubt 
some of its immense persuasive power” ([21], p. 52. Emphasis added). For it is through the figural 
interpretation of sacred, providential history, based on figura and fulfillment, promise and its 
realization, from the Old to the New Testament, that Christianity acquired its power and validity 
hence establishing an inextricable connection between the Hebrew and the Christian Bible. “In the 
struggle against those who despised the Old Testament and tried to despoil it of its meaning, the 
figural method again proved its worth” ([21], p. 52. Emphasis added). This historical lesson 
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applied not only to early Christianity but to Nazi Germany as well. Thus, although the above words 
referred to the struggle between the “Judaeo-Christians” and Paul’s figural interpretation in early 
Christianity, Auerbach must have had in mind as well the proponents of Aryan philology in his 
own time. In other words, his acute awareness of the problem of eliminating the Old Testament in 
early Christianity may well arisen because of attempts to eliminate the Old Testament in his own 
time in Nazi Germany. 

If Aryan philology strove to eliminate the Old Testament, then ironically, as Auerbach was 
quick to point out, it was rather the figural interpretation which “changed the Old Testament from a 
book of the people of Israel into a series of figures of Christ, and the Redemption.” And it was 
rather in this form and in this context, “from which the Jewish history and national character had 
vanished,” that “the Celtic and Germanic peoples, for example, could accept the Old Testament; it 
was a part of a universal religion of salvation” and necessarily “a universal vision of history” ([21], 
p. 52. Emphasis added). Readers of “Figura” can clearly see here an historical irony; while 
Germanic barbaric tribes received the Hebrew Bible in the long process of their Christianization 
from the fourth to the eighth century, modern German Nazi barbarians excluded and rejected it. 
Further, it was indeed not until “after the Reformation that Europeans began to regard the Old 
Testament as a Jewish history and Jewish law” ([21], p. 53). But first, the Old Testament  

came to the newly converted people as figura rerum [substantive figure] or phenomenal prophecy, as 
a prefiguration of Christ, so giving them a basic conception of history, which derived its compelling 
force from its inseparable bond with faith, and which for almost thousand years remained the only 
accepted view of history. Consequently, the attitude embodied in the figural interpretation became 
one of the essential elements of the Christian picture of reality, history, and the concrete world in 
general” ([21], p. 53. Emphasis added). 

One can clearly see in the above quote how humanist philology and ideology closely intertwined 
in Auerbach’s mind. Not only were racist and Anti-Semitic Aryan philology and völkish 
historiography unwarranted, but it was the Old Testament which provided a sense of time and a 
vision of history, along with faith, to the Germanic tribes. Admittedly, only in exile and definitely 
not in Nazi Germany, could Auerbach write these words. Ironically, then, exile has its advantages 
and blessings too, or its “pleasures” and its “positive things [56].” An additional example to this 
sad irony can be seen in Auerbach’s words that “it is quite possible that” Mimesis “owes its 
existence” to “the lack of a rich and specialized library. If it had been possible for me to acquaint 
myself with all the work that has been done on so many subjects, it might never have reached the 
point of writing [57].” Likewise, being in exile and out of the reach of Nazi authorities in Istanbul, 
Auerbach could now write in plain words about the German tribes and the transformation of the 
German Reformation without fear and trembling. “Virtue made of necessity has seldom been better 
exemplified than by Auerbach in his expulsion from his homeland [58].” 

All this is crucially important, of course, not only to a discussion of “Figura” as an example of  
a philological Ansatzpunkt in general, but also to the Ansatzpunkt in Auerbach’s philological 
enterprise in particular, namely his struggle against Aryan philology. “Turning a point of 
momentous cultural change upon a pivot of syntax (along with its meaning of course) was an art he 
fashioned for himself.” This is more than clear in “Figura” in which he revealed “the great insight 
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of his life,” namely, figural interpretation, or the view “that all interpretation of Christian literature, 
as well as exact exegesis, depended on an assumed and traditional Christian doctrine that the New 
Testament is elaborately and fully an historical and typological fulfillment of the Old [59].” In 
other words, “Figura” decisively influenced the content and form of Mimesis: “the style of the 
Hebrew narrative has a definite place in Auerbach’s historicism and he linked it to figura in his 
subsequent work, principally the study of Western realism in Mimesis.” Hence in the first chapter 
in Mimesis, Auerbach set forth his famous claim “for the historicity in the Hebraic style by 
contrasting Old Testament narrative with the Hellenic style of the Homeric poems [60].” 

We would like however to offer a different interpretation about this important link between 
“Figura” and Mimesis as well as the use of the style of the Hebrew narrative in the later work. 
Mimesis, Auerbach’s mission in exile, was written as a grand tour of the Western humanist 
tradition in order to combat Nazism and Aryan philology. The question in his mind therefore was 
not only of “historicism” or “figural interpretation,” which were very important issues in 
Auerbach’s philological philosophy, but also his struggle against Nazi barbarism. Hence Auerbach 
used his findings in “Figura,” about the style of the Hebrew narrative and the figural interpretation 
of history in Mimesis as well. We may say therefore that the essay “Figura” is a figura of Mimesis, 
or conversely, that Mimesis is the fulfillment and realization of “Figura.” 

That “Figura” was an important Ansatzpunkt in Auerbach’s overall philological studies can be 
clearly seen also with regard to his first book on Dante. Auerbach informs us in “Figura,” that 
Dante’s Comedy is “based on figural conception.” Yet, when writing his book on Dante in the late 
1920s, continues Auerbach, “I lacked a solid historical grounding for this view.” However, after 
developing, following the Nazi revolution of 1933, the historical meaning and philological 
significance of figura with its unique form and content in Western culture, he argues “I have now 
found the historical grounding; it is precisely the figural interpretation of reality” which “was the 
dominant view in the European Middle Ages” ([21], pp. 71–72). Later on, in Mimesis, Auerbach 
followed this point, claiming that the figural interpretation of reality “for millennia” underwent “an 
incessant and active development with the life of man in Europe [61]." Accordingly, “the earthly 
event is a prophecy or figura of a part of a whole divine reality that will enact in the future” ([21], 
pp. 71–72). “Figura” was thus clear evidence not only of a philological Ansatzpunkt but also of a 
historical and ideological transformation in Auerbach’s thinking. 

Evidence for this assertion can be clearly seen in the radically different views of Auerbach with 
regard of Beatrice in his first book on Dante and in his “Figura,” in which Beatrice became a great, 
revelatory, prophetic figura according to the apocalyptic and eschatological dimensions inherent in 
this concept. In the book on Dante, Auerbach argued that Beatrice “is an allegorical figure” [62], 
but later in “Figura,” Beatrice was radically transformed into “revelation incarnate,” a figura who 
“finds the only possible salvation” for Dante ([21], pp. 72–73). Hence, “she is figura or idolo 
Christi” ([21], p. 75). Further, “Beatrice is not fiction. There really was a little girl in red dress 
whom Dante met, at the age of 9, in the house of Portinari. This Beatrice (and unlike the seducing 
idols of courtly love) figured the beauty and the goodness of God [63]." “Figura” thus constituted 
an important philological, historical and ideological, Ansatzpunkt in the development of 
Auerbach’s philological philosophical thought. 

Auerbach concluded “Figura” with an important statement:  
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Our purpose was to show how on the basis of its semantic development a word may grow into a 
historical situation and give rise to structures that will be effective for many centuries. The historical 
situation that drove St. Paul to preach among the gentiles developed figural interpretation and 
prepared it for the influence it was to exert in late antiquity and the Middle Ages ([21], p. 76. 
Emphasis added). 

We should read these words, especially the singular role attached here to St. Paul, in the 
gloomy, anti-Semitic context of Nazi Germany. “Figura” was published in 1938, and a year later, 
in May 1939, the “Institute for the Study and Eradication of the Jewish Influence on German 
Church Life” was established. At the opening ceremony of the Institute, its scientific director 
Walter Grundmann declared that the “elimination of Jewish influence on German life is the urgent 
and fundamental question of the present German religious situation [64].” The Institute was, of 
course, only the culmination of a long process in Germany, especially after the Nazi Revolution of 
1933, in which Aryan philology gained the upper hand. 

How a “word” grew “into a historical situation” was fundamental to Auerbach’s unique 
philological way of interpretation. The word is the source of realism because “on the basis of its 
semantic development a word may grow into a historical situation and give rise to structures that 
will be effective for many centuries” ([21], p. 76). This approach stood at the foundation of his 
singular philosophy of realism that appeared later in Mimesis. Indeed, this central point—from “a 
word … into historical situation”—can be equally applied not only to the concept of “Figura,” 
which grew from a word into an important magisterial literary, historical interpretation, but also to 
Mimesis, which too was developed from a word into a majestic history of Western humanist literature. 

5. Conclusions 

When Auerbach concluded “Figura” and eventually saw its publication in 1938, he must have 
felt great relief. Against the racist premises of Aryan philology he was able finally to prove the 
centrality, as well as the validity and credibility, of the Old Testament to the history of Christianity 
in particular and to Western civilization in general. But this achievement was marred by the 
gathering clouds and the growing rattle of the drums of war over his beloved Europe. Soon World 
War II broke out and “Figura,” too narrow in its form and content in being only a response to the 
German crisis of philology, was no longer deemed suitable in his eyes to meeting the challenge of 
this tremendous historical moment with its severe ramifications for the fate of Western culture and 
civilization. Accordingly, by 1942, the most crucial year in World War II, Auerbach found his 
unique voice, his grand singular mission to save the humanist face of Europe. In “Figura,” he dealt 
with an important crisis, the crisis of German philology and its epitome in Aryan philology, clearly 
a narrow problem in view of the magnanimity and horrors of World War II. Now in 1942, the year 
of the battles of Stalingrad, Midway and El Alamein, he was more than convinced that “Figura” 
was no longer an adequate response in view of the evil threatening the humanist soul of Western 
civilization. No wonder, then, that at the nadir of the war, in 1942, Auerbach had a revelation, an 
epiphany in Istanbul, which led him to write Mimesis. In this broad historical and philological 
context, we can say again, in Auerbach’s terms, that the essay “Figura” is a figura of Mimesis, or 
conversely, that Mimesis is the fulfillment and realization of “Figura.” 
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Auerbach’s philological philosophical system is based on an analysis of a major, decisive 
philological turning-point in history, or “semantic development,” as Auerbach stated in “Figura” ([21], 
p. 76). This essay is indeed a clear example of that unique philological way of inquiry. Its ideological 
and philological origins lay essentially in the reaction to Aryan philology, which signified a radical 
major important turning-point in literary history, namely from humanist to racial, Aryan philology. 
Hence, Auerbach enlisted all his philological powers to refute it. Mimesis, on the other hand, is 
based not on one “semantic development” only but rather on a series of major, decisive 
philological turning-points in Western literary history. The tremendous existential risk posed to 
Western humanist civilization with World War II demanded from him nothing less than a major 
study which encompassed the whole history of the West. “Figura” was directed against a crisis 
within German philology, while Mimesis was directed against the crisis of Western culture and 
civilization as a whole. Thus, it is radically different from “Figura,” being a long survey of 
European humanist literary civilization spanning three millennia and eight languages from, as 
Auerbach significantly stated, “Genesis all the way to Virginia Woolf” [65]. These are revealing 
words, which clearly defined not only the content and form of Mimesis, but most importantly its 
ideological, philological agenda, or Auerbach’s struggle against Nazi barbarism and un-humanism. 
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and European anti-isolationist intellectuals, including Thomas Mann, Reinhold 
Niebuhr, and Hermann Broch. Written in response to the victories of Nazi Germany, 
the manifesto declared that the United States had a new global responsibility not only to 
lead the war against fascism and Marxism, but also to establish a global order of peace 
and democracy under U.S. hegemony. Moreover, the authors of the manifesto claimed 
that such an order would have to be based on the rejuvenation of conservative values; in 
their view, the collapse of Western democracies under the weight of totalitarian 
aggression was the consequence of inner moral and intellectual degeneration. The City 
of Man therefore called on the United States to lead the spiritual transformation of 
democracy into a modern political religion, which would bring about the intellectual 
and political unity of humanity under one state and one creed. This article analyzes the 
manifesto as a rare window into the difficulty intellectuals faced as they tried to 
conceptualize the totalitarian challenge prior to the United States’ entry into the war. 
Moreover, it claims that The City of Man expressed the emergence of postwar 
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1. Introduction 

The heroic evacuation of Dunkirk, marking the imminent fall of France and with it the rest of 
Europe, began on Sunday, May 26, 1940. On that bleak weekend, in a gray and rainy Atlantic City, 
a group of anti-isolationist intellectuals gathered to compose a manifesto geared to guide the 
United States’ path now that Europe’s fate had been sealed. “The entire Old World,” they wrote, 
“where our forefathers lie and whence all life and light came to us, sinks in a catastrophe unequaled 
in the record of man” [1]. The members of the group were alarmed that Americans had failed to 
grasp the full significance of Europe’s demise, the true nature of the totalitarian threat, and the new 
responsibility that the war in Europe bestowed upon the United States. They believed that the 
country was mired in internal conflict and degenerate defeatism, which prevented it from realizing 
its duty to enter the war. The mood at the meeting was decidedly gloomy [2,3]. 

The declaration that ultimately emerged from this meeting, however, was as optimistic as it was 
ambitious. The authors assumed that the United States’ entry into the war was both imminent and 
inevitable, for “[w]ar, declared or undeclared, actual or virtual, has chosen us” [4]. Moreover, the 
declaration went beyond other voices that supported U.S. intervention in the European war, 
adopting a radical proposal calling upon the United States to prepare for its inevitable goal of 
constructing a new post-war order. The United States, the writers claimed, had no choice but boldly 
to assume global leadership and create a universal state. Through its new found hegemony, it 
would establish a global order of peace, democracy, and prosperity. Part of the declaration, in fact, 
included a detailed program for the construction of this state’s institutions. Yet the element that the 
writers considered most important was the drafting of a spiritual program, designed to guide the 
United States in this new global order. According to the authors, it was only by accepting the 
spiritual legacy of the collapsing Europe, “whence all life and light came,” and, more specifically, 
by bringing about a religious revival, that the United States could hope to succeed in its mission. 
Invoking Augustine’s The City of God, they called their manifesto The City of Man: A Declaration 
on World Democracy, and they themselves embraced the name “The Committee on Europe” or the 
“Committee of Fifteen.” In the authors’ minds, the manifesto was to serve as a practical blueprint for 
policymakers, and the Committee as their advisors. 

If the manifesto’s radical proposal was unique, the composition of the “Committee” was 
exceptional. The individuals who gathered in Atlantic City included both prominent intellectuals of 
the European migration and North American thinkers, a rare example of such cooperation in the 
period’s intellectual landscape. Indeed, it was this diverse background that formed the basis for 
their ambitious goal of fusing “European” and “American” visions to produce a roadmap for a new 
global order. The driving force behind the Declaration’s genesis was Giuseppe Antonio Borgese, 
the Italian literary critic and journalist. Under his energetic stewardship, the Committee was joined 
by Thomas Mann, the uncrowned leader of the German intellectuals in exile (and Borgese’s father-
in-law); the Austrian author Hermann Broch; the renowned scholar of nationalism Hans Kohn, who 
had only recently abandoned his Zionist and pacifist convictions and left Palestine for the United 
States in 1934; and the Hungarian ex-politician Oscar Jaszi, who since 1925 had worked as a 
scholar in the United States. From the United States, participants included the Christian theologian 
Reinhold Niebuhr; the Harvard political scientist William Yandell Elliott, at the time one of 
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President Roosevelt’s close advisors; the scholar of urban life Lewis Mumford; and several other 
journalists and scholars, such as Herbert Agar, Frank Aydelotte, and Dorothy Canfield Fisher. 

The attitude adopted by the European émigrés in the group, who were both the initiators of the 
project and the more active members of the Committee, was peculiar. While most of them had only 
recently arrived in the United States, often with scant knowledge of their host society, they did not 
shy away from writing about America’s destiny and values for Americans and as Americans. 
Rather than establishing their authority as “men of the world,” as European cultural insiders, they 
preferred not to be identified as European exiles. Hans Kohn, who was born in Habsburg-era 
Prague, went so far as to state at this forum that “American political traditions and doctrines had 
been undermined by the large-scale migration since the [eighteen] eighties from the politically 
most backward parts of Europe” [5,6]. This, of course, was a problematic case for a central 
European to make, especially as he purported to explain to Americans what their “American 
political traditions and doctrines” actually were. Indeed, unlike many renowned members of the 
German emigration, the European members of the Committee did not make disdainful statements 
about the reactionary elements in American life [7]. Hence, aware that their core group consisted of 
“prominent European personalities who have left their native countries and have carried across the 
ocean their knowledge and their ardor,” the Committee strove to create in their group “a majority 
of American thinkers and scientists” [8]. 

While The City of Man has been all but forgotten by scholars, the story of its composition 
represents a crucial moment both in the history of European migration and in the evolution of  
Cold War thought. By analyzing the text’s interpretation of contemporary world politics, its  
social-political proposals, its religious convictions, and finally its relationship to Augustine’s The 
City of God, this short essay sheds light on two moments of intellectual transition. First, while 
scholarship on Central-European immigration in the United States has often focused on liberal and 
Left-leaning circles, the “Committee of Europe” tells the story of a deeply conservative tendency 
among certain exiles [9–15]. In fact, while some of the manifesto’s authors, most notably Hans 
Kohn and Reinhold Niebuhr, were self-proclaimed liberals, The City of Man represented a 
conservative moment in their writing [16–18]. The text is replete with classic conservative statements: 
about the role of the family and private property as the pillars of civilization; the foundational  
role of Christianity in the establishment of legitimate political order; opposition to large-scale 
economic planning; and the corruption of traditional values in the era of mass consumption and 
industrialization [19]. Indeed, while most European conservative thought had been absorbed by 
1940 by the authoritarian regimes that emerged in Europe, the manifesto was a rare attempt to 
reconstitute a conservative, pro-democratic, and firmly anti-Nazi position by redefining both the 
totalitarian crisis and the role of the United States in the world [20,21]. Studying the themes and 
evolution of the text thus sheds light on the process of adaptation on the part of conservative 
thinkers to the new conditions of emigration in the face of rapidly changing international 
conditions [22–27]. 

Second, and equally important, the manifesto reflects the transition from the international 
visions of the 1920s to the hard-headed ideology of the Cold War. On the one hand, The City of 
Man presents the seeds of Cold War thought; in it, the writers define the United States through its 
destined role as the vanquisher of totalitarianism and protector of world democracy. Like many 
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early Cold War texts, it envisions that the United States’ heroic fight against Fascism—which in 
1940 was still in the realm of the authors’ fantasy—would continue into the future and defeat other 
forms of totalitarianism, in particular Communism. Yet the manifesto’s agenda was also marked by 
visions of peace, religion, and democracy that had evolved in earlier contexts and in other, 
European cultures. It reflected conservative and strong utopian impulses that had been formed 
years before the beginning of the war in Europe. The manifesto was therefore a unique attempt to 
adjust earlier convictions to new realities. This process, with its tensions and contradictions, 
generated a variety of programmatic ideas, some of which would be forgotten, while others would 
continue to resonate beyond the moment of 1938–1940. 

2. Defining the Enemy: Communism, Nazism, and the “Obsessive Myth of the Modern Mind 
in its Decay” 

While the European authors in the group that gathered in Atlantic City had been observing 
European politics with alarm for years, it was only in 1939 that they decided to call on the United 
States to intervene and reform the old continent. Shocked by the Munich Agreement of November 
1938, in which the British and French Empires agreed to Hitler’s demands and acquiesced in the 
dismembering of Czechoslovakia, Borgese began to contemplate a proposal for an alternative 
Western diplomacy. In May 1939 he composed the group’s first memorandum, which outlined 
potential topics of discussion. After months of deliberations, Thomas Mann, Reinhold Niebuhr, and 
Lewis Mumford joined him in March 1940 in inviting the other members to participate in the 
official drafting of The City of Man. 

The first mission that the group set itself in its manifesto was to define Europe’s new regimes, 
and to explain why their growing power posed a threat not only to Europe, but also to the United 
States. Yet even though many of the Europeans in the group were refugees from right-wing 
regimes—Borgese from Fascist Italy, Jaszi from militarist Hungary, Mann from Nazi Germany—
one of the main drivers of their declaration was anti-Communism. To the members of the group 
Communism was a destructive force, a deadly ideology second only to Nazism, which could not 
co-exist with democracy. In fact, the group’s first memorandum constituted not only a protest 
against the “appeasement” of Nazism in Munich, but also a warning against potential rapprochement 
between Western powers and the Soviet Union [28]. The memorandum stated that one of the major 
threats posed to democracy by fascism was that it might force Western countries into a dangerous 
anti-fascist alliance with the Soviet Union. “If the Western powers,” Borgese warned, “perhaps 
fortified by a more or less ambiguous alliance with Russia, will resist the forthcoming challenges 
of Nazism and Fascism, a conflagration may ensue with consequences as huge in immediate loss of 
wealth and human lives as in the probable aftermath of chaotic revolutions” [29]. To these émigrés 
Communism posed a threat as grave as fascist domination. In this first memorandum, the 
Committee identified one of the areas on which it hoped to advise statesmen as “the deadlock of 
economic class warfare” [30]. 

While the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact in August 1939 had rendered the authors’ fears of a 
Western alliance with the Soviet Union irrelevant, it spurred them to combat Marxism with greater 
urgency. The diplomatic earthquake in Europe, in fact, merely intensified their anti-Soviet rhetoric 
and fear of Soviet expansion. The letter of invitation to the gathering in Atlantic City, for example, 



115 

 

began by lamenting not only the fall of Poland, but also the fall of Finland to Soviet troops.  
It discussed “the conversion of Bolshevism… with Nazism… to aggressive expansion” and 
stressed that the foundations of Europe were plagued not only by “racial rancor,” but also by 
“class-hatred” [31]. Weary of Soviet might, members of the Committee conflated all Marxist 
thought with Communism, asserting that the former inevitably led to the latter. Capitalist societies, 
they warned, had to address the revolutionary impulses so widespread among the working class, or 
else they would disintegrate from within [32]. 

Most of the manifesto’s thrust, however, concerned the threat of Nazism. As much as it was a 
guide for a future world order, The City of Man was an attempt on the part of conservative 
European émigrés to provide a definition and analysis of the Nazi present. According to the 
manifesto, Nazism was the most radical form of nihilism. It was an explosion of brute force, a 
rejection of all moral codes and of civilization itself. “The barbarians of the early Middle Ages 
were eager to learn in the school of Christ and Rome,” the authors warned. “But nothing is holy to 
their successors of our day, and the lawlessness of power is their only law” [33]. In the eyes of the 
Committee, Christians failed to recognize that Nazism was in essence an assault on their own 
beliefs, and that the two could not co-exist. They vehemently condemned Germany’s Christians for 
supporting Hitler and “celebrating through seven days the triumphs of an Antichrist” [34]. 

According to The City of Man, Bolshevism and Nazism were twin manifestations of the same 
process: the response of uprooted masses to modernization, the temptations of modern technology, 
and weakening traditional ties. In the authors’ eyes, the disintegration of such ties and the 
materialism of urban life left individuals stripped of their dignity and individuality. Under the 
pressures of modern economic competition, they became members of mass organizations, obedient 
participants in formless movements. In this analysis, the Communists and Nazis equally directed 
the masses’ blind anger against civilization. In the manifesto’s apocalyptic language, “the festering 
masses… generated volcanic forces, which shatter and rend when seeming accident gives them 
vent.” In these conditions,  

The despair of the masses needs only ruthless leadership to become the revolt of the masses. The 
leadership was provided in the Old World. The emptiness of man’s heart was filled with the pride of 
the conquering hordes or with the slumber of the enslaved herd, and today[’s] mass-man, rootless 
man, has been summoned to the destruction of civilization by which he had been betrayed [35]. 

To the frustrated masses who felt the meaning draining out of their life, the ruling classes promised a 
coming age of plenty, with rising standards of living. “Poverty and insecurity remained, but our 
mechanical prowess, with its millions of gadgets, was the answer to the ancient needs of man” [36]. 
In such a world, “[t]he sword will again be mightier than the pen, and in carnivals of destruction 
brute force and wild frenzy will alternate with the lethargy of a declining civilization” [37]. To  
the authors of the manifesto, Nazism was not merely a form of intense nationalism or imperialism. 
Rather, like Communism, it contained at its core a nihilist orgy of violence, bereft of values  
or meaning. 

Borgese, Mann, Niebuhr, and the rest of the Committee furthermore agreed that the ideological 
structures of Marxism and Nazism were such that each could easily lead to the other. Indeed, 
Nazism inhered “the anarchy […] of a degenerate socialism […] which substituted for the idea of 
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Justice the scheme of mass-regimentation, with its equality of servitude and its universality of 
deprivations” [38]. The Committee believed that Germans’ acceptance and support of Nazi rule 
was “the outcome of bleak decades of training in the impotence of class-struggle and class-grudge.” 
This was because both relied on “the fading of all faith and hope except the crude dogma of 
materialism and the desire for rising standards of living and steadier security.” In essence, both the 
radical Left and radical Right were united in their worship of material comfort, and in utopian 
visions of prosperity. Pointing to what they saw as ideological similarities between Nazism and 
Communism, the drafters of the manifesto added that “Stalin, working through from the other end, 
inevitably reaches Hitler, in the middle of the same darkness” [39]. 

Moreover, The City of Man claimed that at a deeper level both ideologies were the most radical 
manifestations of the modern desire for revolution. According to the manifesto, the glorification of 
revolution was a malaise of modernity, the product of the modern impulse to abandon all 
traditional bonds and customs. By seeking to produce the classless society or the master race, the 
Communists and the Nazis ultimately joined hands in completing the process of modernization. 
“Revolution,” the authors lamented, was:  

an obsessive myth of the modern mind in its decay… the counterpart of war. It is war itself, with fire 
and steel, with fraud and terror; nor is there any comforting choice between perpetual revolution as 
projected by extreme Communism into the infinity of Evil and eternal war as hallowed by Fascism 
and Nazism in their black masses [40]. 

In the authors’ eyes, Fascism and Communism merged into a single, perverse system, possessing 
the same spiritual source and, ultimately, developing the same political nature. 

By conflating the enemy regimes of Nazism and Communism, the authors of the manifesto were 
among the first thinkers to discuss the new “theory of totalitarianism.” Indeed, they used the 
“totalitarian” neologism extensively throughout the text. This line of thought, which asserted that 
both political theories were in fact mere variations on a single, dark manifestation of modernity, 
would famously emerge as one of the most important terminologies of the Cold War in the West. 
In 1940, however, such statements were still relatively new in the United States. While political 
theorists had begun to develop this theory in the 1930s, the works by figures such as Hannah 
Arendt, Friedrich Hayek and Carl J. Friedrich that would elaborate it most influentially would 
appear only several years hence [41–45]. The City of Man, therefore, marked one of the first 
attempts to chart for American audiences the treacherous terrain of global enemies. The manifesto 
portrayed Europe’s revolutionary regimes as destroyers of civilization, and the impending clash 
with them as inevitable. 

3. “The Anarchy of laissez-faire Liberalism”: Conservative Thought, Liberalism,  
and Democracy 

The City of Man’s fierce attack of Marxism and Nazism, however, did not mean that its authors 
embraced the liberal democracies of their time. Quite the contrary, the manifesto included an 
almost equally aggressive attack on modern liberalism, blaming it for the disasters that had befallen 
Europe and the world. The charge at the heart of the declaration was that liberal Western 
democracies were, in fact, neither truly liberal, nor genuinely democratic. If democracy were  
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to survive the aggression of totalitarianism, it had to be reimagined and redefined in a  
conservative key. 

According to the manifesto’s drafters, it was ultimately liberalism that was the source of 
contemporary catastrophes. In its glorification of individuality and economic prosperity, liberalism 
had given birth to the material emptiness of the modern age. The manifesto maintained that “[t]he 
brute force and wild frenzy” of Nazism are “the mongrel product of rugged individualism as 
carried to utmost efficiency in the anarchy of laissez-faire liberalism, in the exploitation of the 
masses by competitive capitalism, and of a degenerate Socialism” [46]. It was liberalism, rather 
than authoritarianism or imperialism that had generated the social and spiritual conditions that 
eventually led to democracy’s demise. Comparing the Nazis to figures of American history, the 
Declaration maintained that:  

The Führer and war-lords of our times, the conquering beasts of prey, emerged from the same 
ferments which had bred, at earlier stages of social decay… the robber baron of industry, the ruthless 
money-maker and the political boss exploiting his municipal satrapy—or, at all stages of history, the 
individual felon rising against and above the community…” [47] 

From the Committee’s perspective, liberalism’s preoccupation with individual liberty and economic 
prosperity had led to human hubris. Rather than robust cooperation with fellow citizens, it had 
shattered traditional ties and taught nothing but selfishness. It was the liberal era that “had flung 
open the gates of the prisons” in which “today’s tyrants… had been criminal offenders” [48]. Both 
socially and intellectually, liberalism was the condition for totalitarianism’s nihilist revolution. 

This decisively conservative view of liberalism—as the nihilist destroyer of tradition—meant 
that totalitarianism was not a distant threat posed by foreign countries. Rather, the conditions for its 
emergence were present in the fabric of every liberal country, including the United States. To the 
authors, the history of the “robber baron” indicated that even their host country could fall prey to 
the nihilist revolt. Indeed, they believed that French and British appeasement and U.S. isolationism 
presented the clearest indication of their inner spiritual collapse:  

In the decline of Western civilization the collective purpose of democracy, with its commandments of 
discipline and loyalty, had given way to a corrupted liberalism, with its claim of unrestricted liberty 
for each one to think and act as he pleased. The all-embracing benignity of this perversion reserved 
some applause for the rugged individualist who proved strong and free enough to kill the freedom of 
his countrymen; and the principle of noninterference in the domestic policies and in the mutual 
quarrels of other nations covered under a banner of superstitious liberalism the contraband of 
approval and help to whatever foreign country had freely chosen to forfeit its own freedom or had 
freely managed to kill the freedom of its neighbor [49]. 

It was because of “corrupted” liberalism’s similarity to totalitarianism that “[t]he arm of 
totalitarianism is long enough to reach into the anchorite’s desert… No refuge would be  
spared” [50]. The City of Man, therefore, was an extreme attack not only on Europe’s new regimes, 
but also on the principles of disintegrated liberalism. Resting on openly conservative convictions, 
the manifesto claimed that any break with the past was bound to degenerate into revolution. 

According to the writers of The City of Man, therefore, the rebirth and triumph of Western 
society could only be achieved through a return to the traditional values of the past. The 
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individual’s life, they wrote, is “humble in the knowledge of its limits, under the all-human dogma 
of fallibility. It has meaning only by participation in the unlimited past… and no one man… or 
generation can embody the heritage and promise of Man” [51]. According to the manifesto, this 
meaningful past could survive only through traditional voluntary associations, which together 
constituted the “democratic brotherhood of sacrifice.” These included the “primary groups of 
family, educational association, neighborhood, and church,” all of which had to be “restored in new 
forms with new life” [52]. According to this communitarian vision of society, it was “[t]he pillars 
of family and property” that were to be regarded as “unshakable and holy” [53]. The survival of 
civilization thus depended on the rejection of individualism and materialism, and on the revival of 
communal bonds. Only by such a return to the past could totalitarianism be defeated. 

In these assertions, The City of Man echoed the era’s most famous conservative attack on 
Nazism, namely Hermann Rauschning’s The Revolution of Nihilism: Warning to the West, which 
was published in German in 1938 and a year later in English. A former Nazi who abandoned the 
party and went into exile, first in Britain and later in the United States, Rauschning famously 
depicted Nazism as a movement of nihilists. Like the authors of the manifesto, he maintained that 
Nazism was a modern mass phenomenon, a revolt of the masses, which sought to destroy 
traditional values such as religion and community; and like the Committee, he compared the 
German regime to its arch-enemy, the Soviet Union [54,55]. 

Yet The City of Man also radically broke with the Europe’s contemporary conservative thought 
by enthusiastically and unequivocally embracing democracy. Going beyond Rauschning’s support 
of monarchism, its authors declared democracy to be the only legitimate political system, and the 
only manifestation of traditional values. In their eyes, the totalitarian potential at the heart of 
liberalism had one clear consequence: “the concepts of a vital democracy,” they boldly claimed, 
“must be dissociated from the notion of a disintegrated liberalism, which is a precursor of tyranny 
and a prey to it” [56]. Democracy must therefore find a new spiritual foundation. 

According to the Declaration, the precondition for such a rejuvenated democracy was dramatic 
economic and social reform that could reverse the destructive effects of modernization. Yet even 
though the group included one of the Roosevelt Administration’s closest advisors, William Yandell 
Elliot, its vision for a new economic order was based not on modern schemes of the welfare state, 
but on a return to the economic theories of the nineteenth century. The authors invoked the works 
of the late nineteenth century theoretician Henry George, to whom they referred as “an American 
prophet,” in particular his 1879 Progress and Poverty [57]. According to George, the solution to 
the ills of modern society was the transformation of the land into public property, and the abolition 
of all taxes and regulations. He envisioned the disappearance of private ownership of land, and that 
all wealth generated from nature’s resources was to be equally distributed among men and women. 
At the same time, the state was to withdraw from all economic regulation of labor and capital, and 
would only protect the sacredness of private capital. In George’s view, this model would bring 
prosperity and justice to all [58–60]. 

In establishing its blueprint on such socio-economic ideas, the City of Man sought to offer a 
conservative reversal of all modern politics and a redefinition of democracy’s intellectual core. 
Rather than observing it as the realization of individual wills, “the conflicting concourse of 
uncontrolled individual impulses… a dispersive atomism,” the manifesto’s authors envisioned 
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democracy as “a harmony subordinated to plan… a purposive organism” [61]. They believed that 
welfare should be administered through voluntary charity, organized by local communities, and not 
by the bureaucratic agencies of the state. Ultimately, they concurred with Henry George’s claim, 
“[p]olitical economy and social science cannot teach any lessons that are not embraced in the 
simple truths that were taught to poor fishermen and Jewish peasants by One who 1800 years ago 
was crucified” [62]. 

The City of Man’s conservative attack on liberalism as the foundation of totalitarianism on the 
one hand, and its enthusiastic embrace of democracy on the other render it an important milestone 
in the transformation of European conservative thought. The manifesto was one of the first 
attempts to redefine democracy as the only system that could resist the corrupting force of 
modernization and nihilism. Such a view of democracy, not as the agent of modernization or a 
system at best to be passively tolerated, but as the defender of traditional structures and bonds, was 
rare among European conservatives; and it was only with the advent of the Cold War that these 
notions would reach the mainstream of the European Right [63–65]. Yet this view's enthusiastic 
democratic conviction rendered its conservatism invisible to many readers. Even the few scholars 
who commented on the manifesto regarded its support of democracy as a sign of liberalism, 
overlooking its openly conservative language [66]. Paradoxically, it was their conservative 
convictions that led the manifesto’s authors to offer a dramatically new vision for the future. 

4. Christianity and Judaism in the New Spiritual Order 

According to the “Committee of Europe,” the key to the emergence of a new and conservative 
democratic order, that would defeat totalitarianism and transcend liberalism, lay in a religious 
revival. Democracy, they hyperbolically claimed, “is the plentitude of heart-service to a highest 
religion embodying the essence of all higher religions. Democracy is nothing more and nothing 
less than humanism in theocracy and rational theocracy in universal humanism” [67]. According to 
the manifesto’s writers, the power and appeal of fascism lay in its spiritual energy; it was a secular 
religion, which demanded fanatical devotion. In this interpretation, the defeat of France and the 
weakness of the West were the result of spiritual faintness, of the skepticism and faithlessness of 
the secular age. Democracy, therefore, could survive only if it too, like its adversaries, became a 
religion. “A constitutional reform of democracy,” they decisively argued, “cannot be founded but 
on the spirit of a new religion” [68]. This democratic religion, they claimed, was universal in its 
essence, and worshiped the dignity of man and the rule of law. It could accommodate worshipers of 
different backgrounds and beliefs. It was, indeed, by virtue of its universal nature that it could 
achieve eternal peace and unite the people of the world under a single, global state. 

Despite such lofty statements about the universal nature of the democratic religion, however, 
and its compatibility with a variety of religions, the manifesto could not conceal the central role 
that Christianity played in the eyes of its authors. In a highly orientalist fashion, they claimed that 
democracy was inherently tied to monotheism, and that the nations of the world would have to 
follow in the footsteps of the United States on the slow march to progress. The “cults of exotic 
origins,” they wrote, failed to reach “the universality of the religion of the Spirit, to which all men 
are witnesses… none of them willfully and consciously conflicted with the basic tenets on which 
the world-religion of the Spirit is founded.” 



120 

The Asiatic doctrines, to be sure, withered in a saintly inertia which made them unable – from 
Buddhism and earlier down to the present day – to participate decisively in struggle and progress… 
Tolstoyism itself, a cross of West and East, and Gandhism itself, a cross of East and West, have been 
unable to offset altogether the debilitating influence of Asia’s passive worship and of the 
commandment of non-resistance to evil [69]. 

In the opinion of these American and European authors, the religions that lay beyond the 
borders of the United States harbored no potential for spiritual revival. 

It was therefore only Christianity, they claimed, that would allow democracy to achieve its 
global triumph. Only Christianity could serve as the basis for a self-assured culture that would 
overcome the fascist threat and establish global peace. “This universal religion,” the authors 
claimed, “harbored in the best minds of our age,” was the “common prayer of democracy militant 
which must be the hymn of democracy triumphant… Its substance matured out of whatever rose 
highest in man’s speculations and hopes” [70]. In sharp contrast to their comments on “Eastern” 
cultures, however, the authors were confident that Christianity would readily be embraced by the 
people of the world. According to their tortured logic, the vast majority of the world’s population 
already believed in its principles, even if it was not wholly aware of it. “Most of us,” the manifesto 
quoted President Roosevelt, “believe in the spirit of the New Testament. The statement is true even 
for great numbers of people who are not, or never were, under the direct influence of the Scriptures. 
It is true even for most of those who reject all kinds of transcendent belief and cling, or think  
they cling, to rational knowledge and scientific experiment alone” [71]. Ultimately, the creation  
of a democratic society and a Christian society were identical projects in the minds of the 
manifesto’s authors. 

The Christian impulse of the manifesto revealed itself in its ambivalent and uneasy attitude 
toward Judaism and Jews. Including former Jewish nationalists such as Hans Kohn, and the Jewish 
converts to Christianity Hermann Broch and Oscar Jászi, the Committee regarded the place of the 
Jewish minority as central to its imagined postwar order. In the authors’ mind, the centrality of 
anti-Semitism in Nazi ideology positioned the Jews as the litmus test for the spiritual health of a 
community. “The Jew among us,” they wrote, “survivor of persecutions, warns us by his very 
presence that anti-Semitism is the entering wedge of racism, the dusk of hatred which preceeds the 
totalitarian night.” Like the failure of U.S. society to abolish its own racial discrimination, they 
wrote, the persecution of the Jews “helps us by reminding us that our slow progress is a mere token 
of the justice we pledged—until all races rise to equality in maturity” [72]. 

The City of Man therefore preceded the wartime rhetoric that would emerge in the United  
States in the following years, underscoring a natural bond between the Christian and Jewish 
communities [73,74]. In the same manner in which American intellectuals would soon declare that 
the United States was a “Judeo-Christian” culture, so did the manifesto place Judaism on an equal 
footing with Christianity as the twin elements of the future “common faith” of universal  
religion [75]. “The prophetic spirit and heroic universalism of the Hebraic traditions,” they asserted, 
“have been and are incessantly expressed in unorthodox and even secular forms of Jewish life. They 
have brought and bring a contribution of inestimable value to the spirit of democracy” [76]. 

These statements, however, could not hide the aversion that the writers felt toward most Jews. In 
their eyes, Judaism represented passivity, in sharp contrast to the active and creative nature of the 
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Christian faith. Indeed, the “Hebraic traditions” were valuable only as long as they followed the 
principles of Christian universalism and denounced any sense of Jewish uniqueness. “[M]ost of the 
Synagogue,” they warned, “tempted to this course no doubt by the stern problem of survival which 
faces the Jewish people in a hostile world, was overcome by sterility… and by the racial 
stubbornness which severed the orthodox Jew from Jesus, highest of Jewish prophets” [77]. The 
authors doubted whether Jews could overcome their race and nature and join the necessary spiritual 
revival. According to The City of Man, democracy, like Christianity, was based on certain elements 
of ancient Judaism, which had endured only in the furthest margins of the contemporary Jewish 
world. Ultimately, the authors believed, Jewish rejection of the universal teaching of Christ 
reflected Judaism’s undemocratic core. 

The participation of Jewish authors in the writing of such statements, composed in the darkest 
years of Nazi persecutions, is perplexing. While no record remains to document their thoughts, one 
might speculate that their embrace of Christianity in the manifesto was informed by strategic 
considerations. The pronounced anti-Semitism among some in the isolationist camp in the United 
States, such as Father Charles Coughlin, who vocally warned that international Jewry was plotting 
to drag the country into war against its own interests, might have encourage the marginalization of 
Nazi anti-Semitism as ancillary to its alleged attack on Christianity. Indeed, Jewish émigrés such as 
Kohn might have believed that framing the manifesto in an openly Christian spirit would be the 
most effective way to persuade their U.S. readership to embrace their anti-isolationist agenda. 

Beyond any potential strategic choices, the manifesto’s ambivalence toward the place of the 
Jews in the anti-totalitarian struggle reveals the uneasy and not always inclusive origins of “Judeo-
Christianity.” Like many Christian thinkers, Catholic and Protestant alike, who abhorred Nazi 
racism in the 1930s and 1940s, the authors of The City of Man regarded Nazi attacks on the Jews 
first and foremost as a manifestation of the Third Reich’s anti-Christianity [78]. To them, 
constructing ties between Judaism and Christianity was not intended to reveal deep spiritual 
connections between the two religions. Rather, its purpose was to expose the Nazi obsession with 
Jews as a marginal factor that afforded a glimpse of its true essence, namely its totalitarian mission 
directed against the Christian churches. Indeed, the Committee members found no difficulty in 
reconciling their attacks on Nazi anti-Semitism with embracing biological terminology to accuse 
Jews of “racial stubbornness.” In The City of Man, the religion of democracy remained Christian in 
essence, and it was only those who embraced the essential Christian creed who could be admitted 
to the future world democracy. 

5. Universal Peace in the Universal State 

The City of Man’s political, economic, and religious values culminated in its most utopian and 
concrete recommendation: the realization of Immanuel Kant’s vision of “perpetual peace” through 
the establishment of universal harmony under a single global state. Prefacing what would, for a 
brief moment, become a popular idea in the United States at the close of WWII, the writers of the 
manifesto laid the blame for the failure of earlier attempts at international cooperation at the  
door of the principle of national sovereignty [79,80]. As long as humans were divided in separate 
nation-states, they would inevitably experience a clash of interests and dominance. “Peace,”  
they wrote,  
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could not be the outcome of subtle bargaining in the clearing houses of secret diplomacy backed by 
standing armies. It cannot rest upon coalitions and ententes, or upon half-hearted security pacts; it 
cannot be achieved through structures like the League of Nations, which presumed to dispense justice 
without exercising power, or through one-sided and lame leaderships like that of England’s and 
France’s rulers…[81] 

The mere existence of nation states, the manifesto declared, was a sign of modern degeneration, 
the awful disaster of human life. It was the source of nihilism and a belief in the supremacy of 
brute force. 

Universal peace, according to the manifesto, could only be founded “on the unity of man under 
one law and one government… the Universal State, and State of States [82].” Only such a state 
deserved the title “The City of Man,” the true manifestation of peace and justice. The unity of man 
was the only response to the threat of totalitarianism. “[A]ll that survives of mankind must breathe 
in one breath and fight in one fight, since the whole earth has become one living-space or dying-
space for all nations of men [83].” In the authors’ minds, this universal state was to be modeled on 
a multilayered structure, on a combination of local and central power. Like the United States, it 
would have an elected President, but its different states were to enjoy substantial autonomy. “[T]he 
pluralistic system of the American Commonwealth,” they wrote, “although prevented so far  
from reaching a complete expression… had shown… that the combination of local autonomy  
with unitary authority is feasible on a continental scale, and therefore ultimately on a world wide 
scale [84].” 

According to The City of Man, this utopian vision had an obvious and clear leader—the United 
States. In a narrative that was soon to become one of the core elements of Cold War ideology, the 
authors proclaimed that it was the United States’ natural and inevitable destiny to lead the world 
into a future of order and peace, eliminating the totalitarian threat along the way. “Nothing could 
be more shocking to America’s humility and pride,” the manifesto stated “than the necessity to take 
leadership among the nations.” This leadership, however, was far removed from arrogance and 
imperialism, and would constitute a form of service to the entire globe. Leadership, they wrote, 
“implies some sort of imperium. But there is a difference between imperialism and imperium.” 

Chosen by the objective circumstances of history for a privilege which is a service, for a right which 
is a duty. This is, indeed, the substance of a chosen people: power in the frame of service. […] “Rome 
did not spread upon the world; the world spread upon the Romans.” This was the destiny of other 
nations and cultures, in ancient and in modern ages as well. This—to the largest extent of world-
leadership for world-communion in the comradeship of man—is the destiny of America, as manifest 
as it was unwanted, since the English speaking nations were “left to fight alone,” and all the world 
must sink unless we take the helm. […] There are in the family of nations children who must grow 
up, sick who must be cured, maniacs who must be confined, criminals who must be apprehended, 
before maturity and redemption become the common lot [85]. 

With this statement, the City of Man reached its climax. Engaged in the fight for its own 
spiritual survival against totalitarianism, the United States was revealed also as the power 
responsible for the freedom of the entire world. It was the heir to all of civilization, its citizens the 
new “chosen people” of the Christian faith. And most importantly, it was to be a leading polity and 
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a determined force. As the authors concluded, “The healing of the world requires a firm hand… 
American leadership is world-trusteeship; the Pax Americana a preamble to the Pax Humana [86].” 
With such statements, the manifesto reflected the final transformation in the thought of former 
pacifists such as Hans Kohn and Reinhold Niebuhr, who, in the face of Nazi aggression, abandoned 
their earlier convictions and embraced the use of force as part of America's responsibility. 

The City of Man thus adapted older messianic visions of the United States to the new conditions 
of total war. Reproducing old visions of the United States as a unique guarantor of civilization and 
Christianity, the manifesto went further by portraying its global mission against totalitarianism as 
an integral part of its identity. The U.S. declaration of independence, the manifesto claimed, was 
“an Old Testament of Americanism,” and its new global leadership was to be the “New Testament 
of Americanism,” the realization and fulfillment of its spiritual essence [87]. Indeed, so the authors 
believed, the United States could not survive as an enlightening model or as merely one among 
many forms of life. Rather, its very existence depended on global dominance and the universal 
teaching of Christianity. While this fusion of religion and diplomacy would become common 
among U.S. intellectuals and political leaders within a few years, in 1940 it still lay in the  
future [88]. 

The City of Man, therefore, presented both a nebulous pre-figuration of Cold War ideology and 
at the same time developed ideas and themes that were dramatically alien to it. It defined the 
United States through its opposition to totalitarianism, but also considered its ultimate objective to 
be the abolition of all sovereignty, including its own; it called for religious pluralism, but defined 
the spiritual power of the U.S. as dependent on Christianity alone; and it presented a vision  
that was unminstakingly utopian, yet claimed it to be the only concrete and pragmatic program for 
the defeat of totalitarianism. These tensions rendered the City of Man a heterogeneous and 
incoherent document, and within a few months, with the United States’ entry to the war, it was 
forgotten altogether. 

6. Conclusion: The City of God and the City of Man 

The City of Man never directly mentions St. Augustine or his De Civitate Dei (City of God), yet 
it parallels Augustine’s text in more profound ways than the mere allusion in its title. Whereas 
Augustine reflects on the fall of Rome, the 1940 manifesto reflects on the fall of Europe. 
Augustine’s work set out to prove that it was not Christianity that had brought about Rome’s 
demise, while The City of Man sought to prove that it was not democracy that had led to Europe’s 
collapse. Both pointed to Christianity as offering the solution to the political catastrophes of  
their era. 

The City of Man, however, inverted the original meaning of the term “City of Man.” In 
Augustine’s book, “The City of Men” (in plural) is the earthly city, a domain of vice and sin, the 
city which is “ruled by its lust of rule,” the new Babylon [89]. It is contrasted to “The City of God,” 
“the eternal city,” “Jerusalem.” According to Augustine’s theology of history, all human history 
comprises the struggle between these diametrically opposed cities. “Cain […] belonged to the city 
of men; after him was born Abel, who belonged to the city of God.” [90] “[T]hese two cities,” 
Augustine explained, “were made by two loves: the earthly city by the love of self, unto the 
contempt of God, and the heavenly city by the love of God unto the contempt of self” [91]. In stark 
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contrast, in the 1940 manifesto, “the city of man” stands for concrete political action in the world, a 
military mission against fascism, racism, and revolution, and the establishment of new global 
institutions. Unlike Augustine, the Committee of Europe envisioned a concrete formula for a new 
political order, a global yet worldly state.  

By positioning the United States at the center of this anti-totalitarian and Christian mission, The 
City of Man reveals the birth of Cold War ideology from the crisis of appeasement. The alleged 
necessity of a Pax Americana, the identification of the United States with the legacy of Western 
civilization, the advocacy of a muscular American democratizing mission in the world, all 
articulate key elements of Cold War ideology. Given the course of U.S. history in the decades  
that followed, this part of the manifesto strikingly anticipates the intellectual terms of the g 
lobal conflict. 

Much of the manifesto, however, would sound alien and incomprehensible to readers of the 
Cold War era. The City of Man’s sincere advocacy of a world federation, its nineteenth-century 
concepts of social and economic reform, and especially its understanding of Nazism would not 
become part of the global conflict’s intellectual mainstream. Indeed, these ideas did not stand the 
test of time, and to the current day reader they often seem insufficiently mature and even 
inadequately thought out. 

This mixed legacy is a product of the years in which the Committee operated. It came into being 
in late 1938; published its first memorandum in spring 1939; and convened and drafted its 
declaration in spring 1940. The original drive, in the wake of the Munich agreement, focused on 
the larger, historical significance of appeasement as a tragic embodiment of the worsening crisis of 
liberal Western democracies. The writers’ attack was not a critique along Realpolitik lines, but a 
fundamental accusation: now that liberal Western democracies themselves appeared to have 
abandoned their commitment to the tenets of democracy and to the core values of Western 
civilization, no-one could or would combat the fascist tide in Europe. More importantly, however, 
the City of Man’s conference in Atlantic City took place in May 1940, more than a year prior to 
Operation Barbarossa, and a year and a half before the United States’ entry to WWII. These two 
events of the second half of 1941 not only changed the course of WWII, but dramatically shaped 
the manner in which European and American thinkers comprehended Nazism in the ensuing Cold 
War decades. 

Seventy years after its composition, the manifesto has become “unreadable.” Much of it was an 
attempt to respond to questions that were existential in 1940, yet have since lost their urgency. 
Most of all, the manifesto revealed its authors’ deep anxiety that, with the rise of fascism, Nazism, 
and Communism in Europe, it was both democracy and conservative values and traditions that had 
been discredited beyond repair. Even though it committed itself to optimistic and messianic visions 
of the future, The City of Man was written from the abyss of despair, and on the assumption that 
Europe was irretrievably lost. Yet it was this anxiety that led the authors to invest their hopes in the 
United States, and to define it as the only shield against totalitarianism. It was this anxiety that 
added to earlier highly idealist visions of the United States a new messianic mission to heal the 
world of its modern illnesses. Thus did the numerous European émigrés on the “Committee of 
Fifteen,” before many in their host country, capture the dawn of the new “American Century.” 
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Abstract: This essay discusses the intellectual contributions of five Jewish émigrés to 
the study of European economic history. In the midst of the war years, these 
intellectuals reconceptualized premodern European economic history and established 
the predominant postwar paradigms. The émigrés form three distinct groups defined by 
Jewish identity and by professional identity. The first two (Guido Kisch and Toni 
Oelsner) identified as Jews and worked as Jewish historians. The second two (Michal 
Postan and Robert Lopez) identified as Jews, but worked as European historians. The 
last (Karl Polanyi) was Jewish only by origin, identified as a Christian socialist, and 
worked first as an economic journalist, then in worker's education and late in life as a 
professor of economics. All five dealt with the origin of European capitalism, but in 
different veins: Kisch celebrated and Oelsner contested a hegemonic academic 
discourse that linked the birth of capitalism to Jews. Postan and Lopez contested the 
flip-side of this discourse, the presumption that medieval Europe was pre-capitalist par 
excellence. In doing so, they helped construct the current paradigm of a high medieval 
commercial revolution. Polanyi contested historical narratives that described the Free 
Market as the natural growth of economic life. This essay explores the grounding of 
these paradigms in the shared crucible of war and exile as Jewish émigrés. This shared 
context helps illuminate the significance of their intellectual contributions by 
uncovering the webs of meaning in which their work was suspended. 

Keywords: European economic history; Jewish émigrés; Guido Kisch; Robert Lopez;  
Toni Oelsner; Michael Postan; Karl Polanyi; medieval economic history 
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1. Introduction 

In the war years of 1943–44, when the destruction of European Jewry was spiraling to a dreadful 
conclusion, two émigré historians from central Europe took up their pens to write about an old 
essay on the economic function of medieval Jewry—“Die Stellung der Juden im Mittelalter, 
betrachtet vom Standpunkt der allgemeinen Handelspolitik” (The Status of the Jews in the Middle 
Ages Considered from the Standpoint of Commercial Policy) [1,2]. The essay was written by one 
of the founders of the German Historical School of Political Economy, Wilhelm Roscher. It argued 
that the Jews had functioned in the Middle Ages as a commercial carrier and “tutor” to the 
“younger nations.” When these “Germanic nations” matured and engaged in commerce, they 
rebelled against their tutors, and imposed anti-Semitic strictures out of commercial jealousy. For 
Roscher, medieval Jewry provided a case study, illustrating universal laws on the relationship 
between minorities and niche economic activities. But for the émigré historians, Guido Kisch and 
Toni Oelsner, Roscher's essay was a means of combating the anti-Semitism destroying the Jewish 
people. Both Kisch and Oelsner responded to the common stereotypes linking Jews, Judaism and 
capitalism via Roscher, albeit in different keys [3–5]. 

Kisch and Oelsner were not the only Jewish émigrés to write about the origins of capitalism  
and the economic history of medieval Europe in the midst of the war years. This article considers 
five émigrés of Jewish origin: Guido Kisch, Toni Oelsner, Michael Postan, Robert Lopez, and  
Karl Polanyi. All addressed contemporary debates and the contemporary European crisis through 
economic history. These five have been chosen because they addressed European economic 
development from the perspective of medieval European history. Other twentieth-century Jewish 
émigrés wrote on economic topics; some were even medievalists [6]. But these five are 
representative of three key trajectories—one dealing with the question of the “economic function of 
the Jews,” one reconstructing the commercial expansion and contraction of medieval Europe, and 
one economy as an instituted process. These topics form centric rings around a nuclear core of 
issues associated with capitalism, commercial development, money, credit, and economic exchange. 
Associated with these issues, though only sometimes directly addressed by these intellectuals, was 
a discourse that linked capitalism, credit, and, money with Jews and Judaism. The new paradigms 
created by these scholars would profoundly shape postwar intellectual trajectories both inside and 
outside of Jewish studies. 

These intellectuals are not usually discussed together, for their professional fields ranged across 
a wide spectrum. Their Jewish identities and their academic success varied widely as well. Kisch 
and Oelsner defined themselves as Jewish historians and self-identified as Jews. But Kisch was a 
professor both before and after emigration, while Oelsner was a university student in Germany and 
the US who never received a permanent academic position after completing her MA. Postan and 
Lopez defined themselves as European historians and held important chairs at Cambridge and 
Yale, respectively. Although they did not hide their Jewish identity, it was de-emphasized in the 
elite academic institutions of Cambridge and Yale, and goes almost unnoticed in the obituaries, 
festschrifts, and encyclopedia articles written about them [7,8]. Polanyi was born to an assimilated 
Jewish Hungarian family, baptized Protestant as a child along with his siblings, and associated in 
adulthood with a Christian socialist movement. Emigrating from Hungary to Vienna after serving 
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in WWI, he worked as an economic journalist in Vienna, as a lecturer in England for the Worker's 
Educational Association and, late in life, received academic positions in the US as a professor of 
economics. His intellectual work was widely influential among anthropologists, sociologists, and 
historians, but not among economists. 

This article suggests that these intellectuals are connected and their works are shaped by the 
common experience of being “Jewish émigrés” in the mid-twentieth century. Understanding this 
experience illuminates the deeper intellectual connections between their groundbreaking work on 
economic history. By associating the intellectual contributions of Oelsner with Postan and Lopez, 
and Postan and Lopez with Polanyi, our understanding of the significance and latent implications 
of their new paradigms for European economic history is enriched. 

All five of these intellectuals participated in a common twentieth-century European intellectual 
endeavor, the analysis and theorization of capitalism. All were working out of a common history of 
European economic thought, informed particularly by the German Historical School and the 
'founding fathers' of sociology (Tönnies, Simmel, Sombart and Weber). They shared with other 
European and American scholars who were not Jewish émigrés a common European intellectual 
culture. This Jewish integration into European intellectual life was an important facet of twentieth-
century Jewish experience, one which led some of these figures to de-emphasize their Jewishness 
or to abandon it altogether. Why emphasize here then their experience as Jewish émigrés? 

These intellectuals emigrated as Jews, and the experience of emigration decisively shaped them. 
Whether they wished or not, Nazi racial policy imposed the identity “Jewish” on them. Fascism, 
totalitarianism and anti-Semitism cut across their life-paths in diverse ways. Those fleeing the dark 
shadow of the Holocaust experienced the trauma of Europe’s collapse on a profoundly personal 
level, and their intellectual works explored it on an impersonal, historical level. Their intellectual 
trajectories, on the one hand, were shaped by the academic cultures of Great Britain and the United 
States into which they integrated. Their Jewishness on the other hand, served as a touchstone for 
intellectual projects that have shaped trans-national European culture far beyond the boundaries of 
any particular, local “Jewish” affiliation. This they shared with other Jewish émigrés such as Erich 
Auerbach, Hans Kohn, and Konrad Wolf [9–12]. By drawing out the red thread that binds these 
émigrés together, it becomes evident that their intellectual works dealing with medieval economic 
history respond in some measure to the modern Jewish Question, because of the persistent 
discourse linking Jews, Judaism, and capitalism [13]. 

2. Guido Kisch, Toni Oelsner, and “The Economic Function of the Jews” 

Guido Kisch and Toni Oelsner were as unlike in their conclusions about Roscher’s essay as they 
were in their professional success. Guido Kisch celebrated Roscher’s essay as an argument for 
Jewish inclusion in the German nation; Toni Oelsner derided it as a root of anti-Semitic 
stereotypes. Guido Kisch was a Czech-Jewish historian dismissed from the University of Halle in 
1933. Between 1933 and 1935, he held a position at the Jüdisch-Theologisches Seminary in 
Breslau before emigrating to the US where he received a position at Hebrew Union College and 
founded the journal Historia Judaica which brought out its first issue in 1938 [14]. Six years later, 
Kisch commemorated Roscher in the journal, writing a commentary “The Jews’ Function in the 
Mediaeval Evolution of Economic Life in Commemoration of the Anniversary of a Celebrated 
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Scholar and his Theory,” [15] which he paired with an English translation of Roscher’s article 
prepared by Solomon Grayzel [16]. 

Roscher was drawing on a deep European discourse about Jews and economics [17,18].  
But writing in the mid-1870s, when the stock market crash of 1873 was linked with rising  
anti-Semitism, Roscher was arguing in a philosemitic and liberal vein for Jewish emancipation. In 
analyzing why Jews were tolerated in the early Middle Ages and persecuted in the high and late 
Middle Ages, Roscher constructed an economic law on the basis of ‘organic folk theory’ and 
grounded it in the Historical School’s theory of evolutionary economic stages through which all 
cultures passed: natural economy —barter economy—money economy—credit economy [19–22]. 
Organic folk theory held that a nation, a people (Volk), underwent an organic growth from youth to 
maturity to old age. The Jews were a more “commercialized people” than the Germanic tribes of 
early medieval Europe, and thus as merchants sustained European trade during the dark ages and 
“tutored” the younger nations in trade and commerce. When “Europeans” matured, they pushed 
their competitors, the Jews, out of commerce and into moneylending. The persecution of Jews in 
the high and late Middle Ages was a perfect example, Roscher argued, of a cross-cultural 
“economic law” in which younger nations lashed out at their elders because of trade jealousy. The 
historical “fact” that Jews had performed a vital “economic function” in Europe’s economic 
development toward a modern market economy was a call for the full integration of German Jewry 
into the emerging German nation. But it was equally an intellectual argument illustrating a “universal 
law” of a middleman minority, which applied in different cultures and periods. Kisch celebrated 
Roscher’s philosemitic assessment of Jewish commercialism as an antidote to Nazi anti-Semitism, 
and he subtly changed it. The translation and the commentary dropped the comparative dimension. 
Roscher’s “universal historical law” became contingent and unique Jewish history. For Kisch, the 
Jewish story was only a Jewish story. And Jewish difference was the calling card for Jewish 
inclusion in the modern European nation-state. 

Toni Oelsner, in contrast to Kisch, was an underprivileged young woman who was pulled from 
high school to support her family. Her belated studies at the University of Frankfurt were 
interrupted when the Nazis came to power. After emigration to the US via England, she completed 
a BA and MA at the New School for Social Research and worked at part-time academic jobs in 
New York. She never attained a secure academic position, but she published several path-breaking 
articles [23–25]. The first of these was “Wilhelm Roscher’s Theory of the Economic and Social 
Position of the Jews in the Middle Ages: A Critical Examination” [26–28]. Although published 
only in the late 1950s, the article was researched and written in 1943–44 under a Rosenwald 
Fellowship of the Emergency Committee in Aid of Displaced Foreign Scholars [29]. Oelsner 
formulated a sharp critique of Roscher’s essay as an antidote to Nazi anti-Semitism. She argued 
that the “special ‘economic’ function of the Jews” was mere folk-psychology, which when 
“deprived of [its] philo-Semitic and liberal guise could be turned into models for and instruments 
of the destructive Nazi ‘Jewish science’” [30]. Oelsner saw only the fine line that connected the 
“economic function of the Jew” to Nazi anti-Semitic propaganda. 

Like Kisch, she reduced Roscher’s universal “law” on middlemen minorities to contingent and 
unique Jewish history. The fact that two Jewish historians fixed on Roscher’s economic function of 
the Jews as their “war-effort” marks how profoundly important the discourse on Jewish economics 
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was. Both scholars were fighting an old battle even as their world collapsed around them, and they 
rode the tidal wave of the Holocaust into exile. Emancipation, integration, and even assimilation 
had failed. Anti-Semitism had triumphed, and both fought against it through Roscher’s essay. 

However, unlike Kisch, Oelsner discarded Jewish economic difference in toto. By breaking with 
the notion of Jewish economic difference, she rejected too the cultural framework that granted 
meaning to the “Jewish economic function” in both its anti-Semitic and philosemitic dress. With 
this rejection of Jewish economic difference, Oelsner foreshadowed the trajectory that scholarship 
would move only decades after the dust of the war years had settled. This trajectory has been 
reworking Jewish history as European history, as a complex history of shared culture, institutions, 
politics, and economics that could play out in very different ways for Jewish Europeans and 
Christian Europeans. Oelsner’s own move in this direction can be seen in her last and 
(unpublished) essay on Jewish agriculture in the upper Rhineland (southwest Germany of today) 
during the High Middle Ages [31]. Kisch and Oelsner represent the Janus-face of the discourse on 
Jewish economics. Both were fighting anti-Semitism. However, the discourse of difference was the 
best argument for Jews' full inclusion in Europe. Moreover, the discourse of difference was the 
mechanism preventing that integration. 

3. Michael Postan, Robert Lopez, and Medieval Capitalism 

Where Kisch and Oelsner focused on Roscher’s essay as a representative moment in the 
nineteenth-century discourses on Jews and economics, Michael Postan and Robert Lopez focused 
instead on the arguments of an intellectual heir to Roscher, Werner Sombart. Postan and Lopez 
were central figures in a generation of scholars that challenged the characterization of medieval 
economy as pre-capitalist, and they were formative in developing a new paradigm that charted an 
economic expansion during the high Middle Ages and a contraction in the late Middle Ages. But 
before turning our full attention to them, the intellectual arguments of Sombart against whom they 
wrote must be considered. 

Sombart and his intellectual rival Max Weber took up the German Historical School’s 
historicization of economy at the turn of the twentieth century and reworked it to address Karl 
Marx’s paradigm of capitalism [32–36]. They resolved the economic stages of the Historical School 
into two poles—premodern and modern—and revalued the Historical School’s liberal progressivism 
as a dark modernism, an iron cage to match the cruel barbarity of capitalism [37,38]. Both Sombart 
and Weber integrated Roscher’s “economic function of the Jews” into their studies of capitalism, 
but Weber more subtly than Sombart. Sombart glorified medieval Christendom as an idyllic era of 
pre-capitalism in which craftsmen and peasants were intimately tied to the products of their labor. 
Judaism embodied the profit motive and Jews, the agents of capitalism [39]. Jews and Judaism 
became essential components of Sombart’s narrative of the rise of capitalism, because they solved 
a conceptual problem. The problem was this: If modern capitalism is the antithesis of medieval 
anti-capitalism (and both are inherently European), then how does one explain the transformation 
from one to the other? For Sombart, Jews and Judaism (understood as a foreign element circulating 
in the European terrain and embodying capitalism) worked well as the essential causal agent 
moving Europe from pre-capitalism to capitalism. Max Weber would prefer the Protestant ethic, 
though even he saw this ethic as grounded in the ancient Hebrew prophets [40]. But both Sombart 
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and Weber explained Europe’s radical (and in their view unique) transformation towards capitalism 
through an agent of change external to medieval Europe—the Jews for one, the (Jewishly inflected) 
Protestants for the other. 

Sombart’s characterizations of medieval anti-capitalism and its obverse the Jewish spirit of 
capitalism were explosive. German-speaking, Jewish scholars from Central Europe criticized 
Sombart’s portrayal of Jews as the originators of capitalism [41–43]. The last interlocutor would be 
Toni Oelsner, who published a critique of Roscher, Sombart, and Weber four years after her 
original essay on Roscher appeared [44]. However, the more historiographically significant debate 
was led by European scholars whose formative intellectual years and academic careers were spent 
in Italy, England, France, and the US [45]. These scholars contested Sombart's characterization of 
medieval Europe as pre-capitalist, while ignoring his work on Jews and Judaism. The debate began 
in the early twentieth century, picked up speed in the interwar period, and crystallized in a new 
paradigm in the 1940s. The response to Sombart and the Historical School reflected the growth of 
medieval economic history as a field in its own right [46]. The scholarship that generated the new 
paradigm stretched over several decades and reflects the life-work of several generations of 
historians, among them, the Jewish Marc Bloch who unsuccessfully tried to emigrate and was 
executed as part of the French resistance [47], non-Jews like Norman Gras who emigrated from 
Canada to the US to establish business history at Harvard and Raymond de Roover who emigrated 
from Belgium to study with Gras, Usher and the economist Nef. But probably the two most 
prominent scholars in the construction of the new paradigm of a medieval “Commercial Revolution” 
or “economic expansion” were the Jewish émigrés, Michael Postan and Robert Lopez. 

Michael Postan would become one of the most distinguished and influential economic historians 
of the twentieth century, following checkered university studies that took him from Eastern Europe 
to the London School of Economics [48,49]. Born to a Jewish family in Tighina, Bessarabia [50], 
he enrolled briefly in the University of St. Petersburg in 1915 to study natural sciences and 
sociology. Soon after, he moved to the University of Odessa to study law and economics, before 
enlisting in the army in 1917. After demobilization in 1918, he resumed his studies at the University 
of Kiev. But at the end of 1919, he found himself “out of sympathy with events following the 1917 
revolution, [and] he left Russia in circumstances of some risk to himself” [51,52]. Postan it seems 
had been a radical socialist, though later in life was no longer a Marxist [53]. He is reported to have 
been involved in the Jewish Autonomy Movement in the Ukraine and to have written a “Treatise 
on the Political Organization of Autonomous Minorities” (1919) [54]. He may have served as a 
member of the Secretariat [55]. Postan supported himself as a journalist while attempting to 
continue his studies in Vienna and Cernowitz unsuccessfully. In 1920 he landed in England, (he 
had had some English schooling in Bessarabia), and between 1921 and 1926 completed a first 
degree and an MA at the London School of Economics. There his interests were shaped in the 
direction of economic history by faculty such as R.H. Tawney and Eileen Power. Power recognized 
his talent and cultivated his career, awarding him a research assistantship in 1926 and arranging 
lectureships at the LSE, University College, London, and Cambridge. She sought a readership at 
Oxford for him unsuccessfully [56] and had her eye on the chair in economic history at Cambridge 
for him years in advance [57,58]. 



136 

Postan quickly evolved from Power's research assistant to her intellectual collaborator. Their 
intellectual companionship, like the more famed one of Bloch and Febrve, produced rich fruit. In 
1937, it was cemented by marriage, despite the astonishment of friends and acquaintances at the 
differences in professional position, age (Power was his elder by 11 years), and “physical 
characteristics.” These “physical characteristics” were also described as Postan’s “Russianness” 
and his “foreignness” [59,60]. It is unclear to what extent Postan’s ethnicity was perceived as 
“Jewish.” None of the obituaries or encyclopedia articles mention his Jewishness [61]. But Postan 
himself did not abandon his Jewish identity in Great Britain. Between 1927 and 1932, he was 
associated with the “Council of the Jewish Health Organisation of Great Britain” and was listed in 
the “Who’s Who” entries of the Jewish Year Book in 1927–32 and again in 1945–6 [62]. In 1938, 
Postan was appointed to the chair that Power had eyed for him, the chair of Economic History at 
Cambridge [63]. He would hold this chair until his retirement in the mid-1960s. With Power's 
untimely death in 1940, Postan carried on the intellectual projects she had begun and that he had 
collaborated on, in particular the Economic History Review and the Cambridge Economic History 
of Europe. The closeness of their collaboration can hardly be over estimated. Both Power’s letters 
from the early to mid-30s and Postan’s letters attest to the strength of it [64]. After Power’s death, 
Postan noted that “they had collaborated in a way few people realised. Each wrote independently, 
but by the time one or the other sat down to write, ‘the other was so familiar with what was going 
to be written that he (or she) could easily have done the writing’. ‘This was possible not only 
because we collected our evidence together, mostly working on the same mss. (We began doing 
that in 1925), and always discussed it, but because we were evolving towards the same views at the 
same time’ [65].” 

Over the course of his career, Postan shifted away from his and Power’s focus in the 1930s on 
medieval credit and trade to long-term economic trends driven by demographic changes. Postan 
would develop a model of high medieval economic expansion and late medieval contraction. His 
early work contested Sombart’s pre-capitalist golden age. His later work overturned the German 
Historical School’s theory of progressive uni-linear economic stages centered on trade, money, and 
markets. (Lopez would move in a similar direction.) In two early articles, Postan attacked the 
“notion of an undeveloped state of credit in the Middle Ages” generated by the theories of the 
Historical School. He investigated the use of “Credit in Medieval Trade” (1928) in one and the 
“dealings in credit” through “Private Financial Instruments” (1930) in the other [66–68]. Through 
both articles he showed “how the economists, and through them also the historians, have 
underestimated the volume of medieval credit and consequently misunderstood its nature” [69]. In 
1933, he co-edited with Eileen Power Studies in English Trade in the Fifteenth Century. The 
volume explored the fifteenth century as “the great transformation from mediaeval England, 
isolated and intensely local, to the England of the Tudor and Stuart age, with its worldwide 
connections and imperial designs. It was during the same period,” Power and Postan claimed, “that 
most of the forms of international trade characteristic of the Middle Ages were replaced by new 
methods of commercial organization and regulation . . . [which] marked movement towards 
capitalist methods and principles” [70]. In the same year, Postan published a major bibliographic 
review that assembled the evidence for a European-wide “medieval capitalism” [71]. All these 
works developed the hard empirical case for a nascent capitalism in medieval England and Europe 
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contra Sombart, and the Historical School of Political Economy represented by Hildebrand  
and Bücher. 

Postan was by no means the sole or principal representative of this trajectory. Postan’s article on 
medieval capitalism assembles a wide array of scholarship. Its arguments were preceded by two 
interwar articles published in the American Journal of Economic and Business History that 
critiqued Sombart, Weber, Tawney, Brentano and presented the new commercial activity of the 
high Middle Ages [72,73]. Moreover, the roots of the challenge to Sombart go back to Henri 
Pirenne’s Les pèriodes de l’histoire sociale du capitalisme in which Pirenne proposed a thesis of 
commercial expansion in the high Middle Ages and stagnation in the later Middle Ages [74]. 
Pirenne was an important mentor for Eileen Power and for the French historian Marc Bloch who in 
turn influenced Power. All three likewise shaped Postan. In the same year that Postan published 
“Medieval Capitalism,” Marc Bloch published his seminal article “Natural economy or money 
economy: a pseudo-dilemma” [75,76]. Bloch challenged the Historical School’s categories of 
“natural economy” and “money economy” as “lazy solutions whose apparent simplicity” would be 
“exploded by searching enquiry” [77]. 

In 1934, the plans for the first volumes of the Cambridge Economic History of Europe were laid 
by Eileen Power and Sir John Clapham. Both Marc Bloch and Michael Postan would offer 
substantial help in the planning of the project. The first volume was to be devoted to medieval 
agrarian life, the second to medieval “urban, industrial, and commercial” problems, and the third to 
medieval economic policy and theory [78]. The extent of Postan's collaboration in the planning  
of the volumes and the execution of the first volume was probably unknown even to Clapham 
himself [79]. The Cambridge Economic History of Europe would be the most important and lasting 
scholarly contribution to emerge from the interwar and immediate postwar years. Postan would 
become co-editor when Power died suddenly from a heart attack in 1940 as the first volume went 
to press, and Postan would become principal editor on Clapham's demise in 1946. When Volume 
Two appeared, it made normative the concept of a commercially vibrant medieval Europe, putting 
to rest once and for all the notion of a precapitalist medieval Europe espoused by the Historical 
School and Sombart. The key contributions to Volume Two were Postan’s and Lopez’ paired 
chapters on trade [80]. Together with Raymond de Roover’s contribution in Volume Three on “The 
Organization of Trade,” these two chapters provided the best overview to the field of medieval 
economic history for many years [81]. 

The series was intentionally European in scope and built on the collaboration of European and 
American scholars. But during and after the war, it would become an émigré project to a large 
extent. The first volume on “Agrarian Life” had begun when international collaboration was still 
possible, but by the end many submissions were delayed or cancelled because of the war [82]. 
Richard Koebner, a Jewish Professor in Breslau was forced to emigrate. He took up a position at 
the Hebrew University in Jerusalem. His important chapter on “Settlement and Colonization of 
Europe” leading off the volume was delayed, because he faced difficulties “mastering the art of 
lecturing in Hebrew” [83]. The Italian scholar who was to write the Italian section was unable to 
deliver his manuscript at all [84]. The Dane who replaced the Italian scholar died, and the Fin who 
replaced the Dane, wrote “‘from somewhere in Finland’ in November 1939 that he hoped to get 
back to economic history but that ‘it was a small thing compared with the independence of his 
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country’.” The Spanish contributor was a refugee without his notes and therefore unable to 
complete his contribution. Of the Polish Professor Rutkowski, Clapham wrote “all that we know 
with certainty is that he cannot be at his University of Poznán” [85]. Professor Ganshof was serving 
in the reserve army of Belgium. Marc Bloch was mistakenly believed by Clapham to have safely 
emigrated to America [86,87]. 

Progress on the second volume “Trade and Industry in the Middle Ages” faced similar 
difficulties. Power was no long alive to write the general essay on trade in the Mediterranean South 
as had been planned, nor Bloch to help find and guide contributors on the continent. Two other 
contributors had died, the rest were cut off from contact with the editors when Britain entered the 
war. The British contributors were compelled to take up war duties. Postan himself served in the 
Ministry of Economic Warfare [88]. Consequently, when the project was taken up again at the end 
of the war, the entire list of contributors had to be reconsidered and new invitations issued. In 
particular, collaboration with scholars from Eastern Europe became very difficult. For both 
intellectual and logistical reasons, Postan significantly revised Power’s original plans for Volumes 
Two and Three. Volume Two was narrowed to focus solely on trade and industry, making the 
discussion of commercial expansion even more prominent. Development of towns, economic 
policy of municipal governments, and the history and policy of gilds, urban finance and related 
topics would appear in Volume Three alongside the issues of economic policy and economy  
theory [89]. The upshot was that the authors of the two general chapters on trade and industry in 
Southern and Northern Europe had to cover fields even larger. Postan solicited Robert Lopez to 
write “The Trade of Medieval Europe: the South,” and he himself wrote “The Trade of Medieval 
Europe: the North.” 

By the time Lopez’ chapter appeared in print, he was ensconced in a comfortable academic 
position at Yale [90]. But his professional path during the war years was anything but certain. Born 
in 1910 to an Italian Jewish family, Lopez was already an accomplished medieval historian with 
three published books by 1938. He had received his doctorate in 1932 at the University of Milan, 
and held positions at several Italian universities from 1933 to 1938, including a chair of history in 
his native Genoa [91]. When he fled fascist Italy, he passed through England. There in 1939, Lopez 
was entertained by the foremost Jewish historian in Britain Cecil Roth [92]. Lopez left for the 
United States to complete an American Ph.D. An American colleague, Robert Reynolds had 
advised Lopez that an American Ph.D. was necessary to secure academic employment in the US, 
and Reynolds helped Lopez gain admittance to the University of Wisconsin where Reynolds was 
on the faculty. In 1942 Lopez was awarded a doctorate [93]. From 1942 to 1943, he worked as a 
scriptwriter in the Italian office of the Voice of America in New York City [94]. He lectured at 
Brooklyn College from 1943–45, and at Columbia from 1945–46, while also serving as a foreign 
news editor for CBS. In 1946, Lopez was appointed to the chair in History at Yale University, 
where he would become a Sterling Professor of History before his retirement in 1981 [95–98]. It is 
worth noting that Lopez was one of the first Jews to be appointed at Yale College. According to 
Lopez himself, when he was brought to Yale, 

he was told that he was coming in a time of crisis; he was to replace three professors who had either 
retired or died. A Sephardic Jewish refugee . . . Lopez informed the appointments committee of his 
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religious background. Knowing something of Yale's past, he did not want to enter under false 
pretenses [99]. 

More than Postan, Lopez was grounded academically in his native academic culture before 
emigration. His early works fit easily into what Croce called the economic-legal school of Italian 
historians [100]. But like, Postan he was shaped intellectually by the experience of emigration. In 
Italy, he wrote local histories out of the archives of his native Genoa [101]. In the US, his  
best-known books were broad histories of Europe and European economic development [102–105]. 
Also, like Postan, he acquired a chair at an elite institution and came to shape a whole generation of 
scholars. But more than Postan, he maintained an overt Jewish identity even in the less than 
philosemitic air of Yale [106–108]. Lopez was “certainly proud of being Jewish and would never 
have hidden his cultural identity,” a former graduate student commented [109]. Lopez married a 
Belgian émigré, Claude Kirschen from an assimilated Jewish family, and their children maintain a 
Jewish identity [110]. At the end of his career, he developed close ties to the Israeli academy 
including invitations to the Hebrew University, to the Institute for Advanced Study, and requests to 
decide on the tenure cases of Israeli medievalists [111]. 

Lopez’ chapter on trade in southern Europe for the Cambridge Economic History of Europe was 
a celebrated essay that sketched out the narrative he would later develop in The Commercial 
Revolution of the High Middle Ages. Lopez masterfully described the “lights and shadows in 
western trade” during the early Middle Ages, the rise of Italy and the Muslims. He dismissed 
theories of natural economy or barter economy, documented the continued presence of money and 
trade and teased out fluctuations in local versus long-distance trade. The heart of the chapter, 
however, was devoted to what he called the “Commercial Revolution,” a concept he borrowed 
from a close friend and fellow European émigré, Raymond de Roover [112–114]. Lopez described 
the significance of the “Commercial Revolution” in bold terms:  

The startling surge of economic life in Europe in the “high” Middle Ages is probably the greatest 
turning point in the history of our civilisation. . . . It was instrumental in bringing about all the 
momentous changes which ushered in our contemporary civilisation much before the end of the MA 
and was, in turn, influenced by all these changes. It caused the old feudal system to crumble and the 
old religion to weaken; it gave liberty to the serfs...and ... created a new aristocracy of wealth. . . . 
Italy was to the medieval economic process what England was to the modern [115]. 

Lopez leaves no room for doubt that he identified the Commercial Revolution with capitalism. 
“The golden age of medieval trade . . . knew many of the characteristics which we regard as typical 
of capitalism:" accumulation of capital, growing use of credit, improvement of business methods to 
compete, expansion of markets, separation of management from ownership and labor, state interest, 
desire for profits [116]. 

The original context within which de Roover used the concept is instructive. In 1941 just as the 
first volume of the Cambridge Economic History was seeing the light of day, N.S.B. Gras and his 
Belgian student, Raymond de Roover delivered papers at the American Historical Association and 
the Business Historical Society. Gras, a Canadian who held the first chair in history at the Harvard 
Business School from 1927, discussed “Capitalism—Concepts and History.” He argued that the 
essential element of capitalism was business administration; for it was business administration that 
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managed the fundamental factors of labor, land, and capital [117,118]. Petty capitalism which 
flourished in ancient and medieval towns was transformed into mercantile capitalism, the second of 
five stages, by the sedentary merchant who replaced the traveling merchant. With new management 
techniques, new credit instruments, new forms of insurance, and above all new partnerships, the 
sedentary merchant controlled increasing levels of trade from the counting house. Gras essentially 
adopted the Historical School's method of historical stages to capitalism and located a form of it in 
the Middle Ages. 

de Roover, commenting on Gras’ argument, gave a weighted spin to this shift from traveling to 
sedentary merchant and from petty to mercantile capitalism by defining it as a “Commercial 
Revolution of the thirteenth century” which cut the Middle Ages in two. de Roover took care to 
specify precisely what he meant by a Commercial Revolution. It is worth quoting him, for this 
forms the basis of the first and most precise use of the concept “Commercial Revolution”—a usage 
still current today [119]. 

By a commercial revolution I understand a complete or drastic change in the methods of doing 
business or in the organization of business enterprise just as an industrial revolution means a complete 
change in the methods of production, for example, the introduction of power-driven machinery. The 
commercial revolution marks the beginning of mercantile or commercial capitalism, while the 
industrial revolution marks the end of it [120]. 

Lopez would deepen and broaden the concept, moderate the uni-linear developmental scheme 
with a late medieval contraction, but he would never veer from the trade and market-centered 
definition [121]. de Roover would maintain the narrative that he adopted from Gras when he 
published his chapter on the “Organization of Trade” for the third volume of the Cambridge 
Economic History of Europe (1963), but interestingly de Roover dropped the concept of 
Commercial Revolution [122]. 

Lopez would develop the main ideas of his own chapter more fully in the monograph he 
published at the height of his career The Commercial Revolution of the High Middle Ages (1971). 
The monograph elevated de Roover’s concept of “commercial revolution” to a historiographic 
paradigm that continues to shape the field [123]. Essentially, Gras, de Roover, and Lopez refuted 
Sombart by demonstrating that a Sombartian capitalism happened earlier, in the high Middle Ages. 
But Lopez also integrated Roscher’s notion of the economic function of the Jews into his narrative 
of European economic development [124]. The chapter on “The Take-Off of the Commercial 
Revolution” includes a short section on “The Jews” who are described as the only link in the early 
medieval period to the commerce outside of Europe. The early medieval Jews were supplanted by 
“The Italians,” and the chapter turns to the heart of Lopez’ narrative of commercial development 
centered on “Coins and Credit,” “Contracts,” and “Transportation” [125]. 

Postan’s complementary chapter in the Cambridge Economic History, “Trade in Medieval 
Europe: The North,” likewise described a commercial expansion during the high Middle Ages and 
a contraction in the late Middle Ages. He did not however use the terminology of “Commercial 
Revolution” nor did he center his historical narrative on the techniques of business administration 
that Lopez and de Roover favored. Rather he emphasized the trade in basic foodstuffs and raw 
materials for industry (wool, timber, pitch, metals) over against a conventional image of medieval 
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trade in luxury goods only, on the one hand, and against a sharp separation of agriculture and 
commerce, on the other. Postan, like Lopez, clearly dismissed the theories of Sombart and the 
Historical School. “An unbiased student of medieval agriculture,” he says, “cannot avoid the 
conclusion that social existence in medieval villages would have been impossible without some 
market and some trade.  

This conclusion is in the nature of things hypothetical, but it is sufficiently obvious to shift the onus 
of proof from those who assume some trade at all historical times to those who wish to deny its 
existence at any period of the historical, as distinct from the pre-historical, past. In this sense 
medieval trade never “arose”; but it undoubtedly expanded and contracted [126]. 

Postan disposed of the old uni-linear account of economic history as commercial development 
that steadily rises. In place of a narrative describing a commercial rise from the Dark Ages when 
trade virtually disappeared to the sixteenth century when it flourished abundantly, Postan put in 
place a narrative of cyclical expansions and contractions. These rhythms were generated not by 
trade but in the rural countryside by demographic change. 

One can sense in this 1952 chapter, Postan’s own intellectual shift. At the start of his career he 
focused on medieval trade and finance, evident in his seminal articles on “Credit in Medieval Trade” 
(1928) and “Medieval Capitalism” (1933) and his collaborative work with Power Studies in English 
Trade in the Fifteenth Century (1933) [127–129]. By his mid-career, his interests had shifted to 
agrarian life, with particular attention to agriculture, serfdom, and labor services. By the end of his 
career he had developed a “population-centered interpretation of medieval economic history as an 
alternative to the trade-centred interpretation. . . . Postan demonstrated that the pre-industrial 
economy of Europe was marked by a succession of long cycles of demographically driven 
expansions and contractions, following a basically Malthusian dynamic” [130]. 

It has been suggested that the initial version of this theory is in Postan’s 1950 address to the 
International Congress of Historical Sciences [131]. But one can see an earlier move away from a 
money, market and trade-centered interpretation in his seminal 1944 article on “The Rise of a 
Money Economy” [132,133]. This takes us back to the midst of the war years, when Postan was 
working for the Ministry of Economic Warfare and the 2nd volume of the Cambridge Economic 
History was on hold. In this article, Postan pointedly demonstrated that the historian’s recourse to 
the notion of a “rise of a money economy” was a stopgap explanation for any number of historical 
problems in any number of historical periods. (Rather like the Jewish moneylender, we might 
note.) If “rise of the money economy” refers to the birth or first use of money, it belongs to a 
period preceding the Neolithic or even pre-historic Bronze Age. If rise of the money economy is 
used to mean the general expansion of money payments, then it means something not much 
different from the rise of an exchange economy and the decline of a natural economy; and this, 
Postan argued, can be empirically tested. Yet, this very notion of natural economy Postan rightly 
noted has been under attack and come to mean little more than a tendency towards self-sufficiency, 
which oscillates back and forth in different historical periods. (Bloch’s 1933 essay on natural 
economy or money economy was one of those attacks.) “Used in this sense,” Postan concluded, 
“the formula of the rise of money economy points to a real social process, easy to identify and 
dangerous to miss,” but of little revolutionary significance. It is moreover a historical phenomenon 
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“of composite origin and reflecting an infinite variety of causes, social, economic and political.” 
Even in the sense of increased money payments “the formula is sometimes wrapped up in a great 
deal of theory and mysticism, or else hitched to irrelevant facts. The most irrelevant of facts . . . is 
the so-called increase of money” [134]. “In some writings,” Postan continues, “and especially in 
some German writings, the rise of money economy figures as a permanent tendency of historical 
development as an ever-unfolding manifestation of the progressive destinies of humanity.” But 
Postan concludes, “in reality it is none of these things. It is certainly not uninterrupted, and in that 
sense not progressive” [135]. At no point but the present has there been sustained growth, and 
contemporary phenomena cannot be regarded as eternal. One cannot but note the chronological 
concurrence of Postan's essay with that of Oelsner and the monograph of Karl Polanyi, to be 
discussed shortly, and their common critiques of the Historical School, and reflect on the way that 
Postan’s essay too, though less overtly, was a “war-time effort” in more than a chronological sense. 

During the 1940s and 1950s, Lopez too wrote a series of articles that critiqued interpretations of 
luxury goods and gold currency by the great innovators in medieval economic history, Henri 
Pirenne and Marc Bloch. These essays can be seen as a tentative move by Lopez from a money, 
market, and trade-centered approach to a political and cultural explanation of economic change. In 
“Mohammed and Charlemagne: A Revision” (1943), Lopez challenged Pirenne’s “catastrophic 
thesis” that the Arab conquests caused a “sudden collapse in international trade”—which, in turn, 
produced sweeping social and economic internal revolutions [136]. Lopez demonstrated that the 
disappearance of four luxury goods in the west originated in political and cultural changes in the 
Byzantine and Arab world. In this respect he foreshadowed the recent conclusions of Michael 
McCormick that Pirenne was right for the wrong reasons [137]. In “Back to Gold, 1252” 
(published in Postan’s journal The Economic History Review), Lopez modified explanations that tie 
the disappearance and reappearance of gold currency in the medieval west simply to contraction 
and expansion of trade. Lopez offered convincing political interpretations for the cessation of  
gold currency in the west: The Carolingians did not wish to 'tick off' the Byzantines by claiming 
too many imperial symbols. Lopez offered a nuanced and complex interpretation of Genoese  
and Florentine issuance of gold coinage in 1252. The Genoese and Florentines capitalized on  
a combination of favorable circumstances: “the ratio between the price of gold and that of silver 
fell to its lowest medieval level, a major business cycle reached the peak of prosperity, and 
opportunities for investment of Genoese gold coins in certain foreign countries took a most 
auspicious turn” [138]. 

In “An Aristocracy of Money in the Early Middle Ages” published in 1953, Lopez examined 
moneyers as an urban-patriciate of the early Middle Ages made prominent by the possession and 
handling of money. He argued that moneyers in the early Middle Ages were at their peak of power 
when they were the sole holders of coined metal. “They were an ‘aristocracy of money’ not when 
money was most useful, but when it was most rare” [139]. The argument clearly challenges 
presumptions of a non-money economy in the early Middle Ages and moves in the same direction 
as Bloch and Postan, while still maintaining that a decisive change took place in the High Middle 
Ages. Despite these moves towards a sophisticated political interpretation of economic change, 
Lopez’ masterpiece The Commercial Revolution of the High Middle Ages, written at the pinnacle of 
his career, holds to a trade-centered interpretation. 
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Lopez and Postan both refuted a Sombartian vision of a precapitalist Middle Ages and the 
Historical School’s theory of economic stages by locating the dawn of modernity in a high 
medieval economic and demographic expansion. Lopez and Postan stand as foremost representatives 
of a whole cadre of medieval scholars who rediscovered the rich commercial life of medieval 
Europe. Their paired chapters in the Cambridge Economic History of Europe stand as twin pillars 
in a collaborative construction of a new paradigm. The Cambridge Economic History together with 
their later works were central in crafting a new scholarly consensus concerning the basic rhythms 
of medieval economic history. They charted a high medieval take-off followed by a late medieval 
contraction, and they argued that that take-off, despite the contraction, laid the groundwork for 
sustained growth in the long sixteenth century. 

Whether one prefers Lopez’ trade-centered formulation “Commercial Revolution” or Postan’s 
demographically driven “expansion and contraction,” it is clear that both refuted the empirical 
basis for a “pre-capitalist Middle Ages.” They were not alone; a number of scholars had 
contributed to this new paradigm and even more were taking it up and weaving it into mainstream 
history [140–160]. But Postan and Lopez were leaders. Their formulations crystallized this new 
historical trajectory and articulated the new paradigms that would be adopted in the historical 
literature. What they passed over in silence is that the new paradigm lends support to Oelsner's 
critique of the Jewish narrative: The logical implication of a refutation of Sombart is a refutation of 
the commonplace narrative of the “Jewish moneylender.” By jettisoning a medieval economy 
envisioned as a barter or natural economy, one no longer needs “outsider Jews” operating as 
cultural carriers of commercial life until Europeans matured and developed money, markets, and 
trade. Their economic history helped open medieval history beyond a narrow focus on church history 
and the history of monasticism and Christian theology that predominated together with traditional 
political history. But Postan showed no interest in Jewish topics, and Lopez wove Roscher’s old 
paradigm neatly into his Commercial Revolution with the synthetic art of a journalist [161]. The 
explanation for this fact lies in their Jewish identity. 

Both Postan and Lopez, like Marc Bloch, adopted an assimilationist mode characteristic of their 
generation. They did not reject their Jewish identity, but by quietly deemphasizing it, integrated 
themselves more easily into academic circles [162]. Bloch’s better-documented struggle with his 
Jewish identity can provide both a parallel and a point of contrast for Postan’s and Lopez’ identity 
as European scholars and Jews. At the outbreak of the war, Bloch had enrolled for service in the 
French army [163]. When France was occupied, he sought refuge in Vichy France and attempted to 
emigrate to the US. Although Bloch was invited to the US in October 1940 on a Rockefeller 
fellowship at the New School [164], he remained in France after failing to receive visas for all 
dependent family members. Following his sons’ lead, he joined the French Resistance. Even then, 
Bloch continued to offer advice on the Cambridge Economic History via clandestine letters to Postan 
until a few months before he was captured [165]. He died a hero's death, when a group of 28 prisoners 
were executed in a field in the spring of 1944 a few months before the liberation [166,167]. During 
the war, Bloch wrote his own “Spiritual Testament” to replace the “Hebrew prayers, whose 
cadences . . . accompanied so many of my ancestors and my father himself to their last rest.” He 
refused the Kaddish, because he valued above all a “‘total sincerity in expression and spirit,’ and it 
would be dishonest to have recourse to the rites of a religion in which he did not believe. . . . ‘Face 
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to face with death,’ he affirmed that he was born a Jew. ‘Above all,’ however he felt himself ‘very 
simply French’” [168]. Bloch’s seemingly simple passionate attachment to a national French 
identity was however clearly a reaction to the racial laws of Vichy France and a rejection of the 
imposition of a racial definition that led to the exclusion of Jews [169]. In this respect there is a 
sharp contrast between the trapped nationalist, Bloch, and the successful émigrés. 

Postan and Lopez had integrated well in their new homelands and acquired a new layer of 
national identity. Jewishness was both the cause of their double nationalities and the bridge 
between them. This double identity can be seen in the closing lines of a letter which Lopez helped 
drafted for the conductor Arturo Toscanini during the war: “For I love Italy, and with equal 
devotion I love you sons of this great American Republic which, together with the United Nations, 
will soon put an end to despotic wars, and bring into the renovate world a bright and more 
breathable atmosphere of freedom and peace” [170]. The letter was both published as an open letter 
to the American people in Life magazine and sent in an abbreviated form privately to the President. 
It was part of Lopez’ war effort. Like Toscanini, Lopez was both an Italian patriot and an American 
patriot. The Jewish identity that led to his emigration was a bridge between his old country and  
his new. 

Postan differed from Lopez in ultimately rejecting a theoretical basis in a trade-centered economic 
history and in more quietly disengaging from Jewish history. In this respect, Postan's work aligns 
with the last émigré of Jewish origin to be considered here, Karl Polanyi. 

4. Karl Polanyi and the Great Transformation 

In the depth of the war years, a refugee from Central Europe Karl Polanyi (1886–1964) penned 
his classic The Great Transformation in the safe harbors of Great Britain and the United  
States [171]. Like Kisch and Oelsner this was his war effort. But whereas they responded to the 
current destruction of European Jewry, Polanyi analyzed the causes behind the collapse of 
European civilization as a whole. Polanyi's work, when placed in the context of other émigré works 
can be read, I propose, as another response to the Jewish Question. For it reworks the whole 
concept of economy to displace the centrality of the profit motive (linked by Sombart to Jews and 
Judaism) and the self-regulating market system. Polanyi as a socialist and assimilated Jewish 
thinker adds another dimension to the Jewish responses to economic history described here. 

Polanyi was born in 1886 in Vienna. His father’s family came from Ungvar, then Northern 
Hungary, and “were part of the rising urban bourgeoisie and the movement for the national 
assimilation of Hungarian Jewry.” Mihaly Pollacek, Karl’s father, moved his family to Budapest in 
the late 1880s where his success as a railway contractor made them economically part of the  
upper-middle class. But according to his granddaughter, “Mihaly Pollacek regarded the Hungarian 
‘gentry’ with horror and contempt, as he did the wealthy Jewish ‘gentroid’ bourgeoisie of Budapest. 
He maintained social contact with neither. Personally, he remained Jewish and a Pollacek; but 
Magyarized the names of his children to Polanyi and changed their religion to Protestant 
(Calvinist) [172–174].” Karl studied law at the university, and after brief involvement with a 
socialist student organization, joined the Galilei Circle a progressive community of “free thinkers” 
devoted to consciousness raising through teaching and learning. Several miserable years as a 
lawyer in his uncle’s firm were followed by service in the Austro-Hungarian army in Galicia from 



145 

 

1915 to 1917. Disabled by illness and hospitalization in 1917, Polanyi slowly emerged from what 
had been a ten-year crisis with a new passionate focus on the social sciences and the question of 
freedom [175]. When the Szabadgondolat of which he was an editor was closed by the Communist 
regime in 1919, he left for Vienna. There he would meet other Hungarian emigrants who fled the 
White Terror of 1920, including his wife Ilona Duczynska, a socialist revolutionary and political 
activist [176]. This was the first of Polanyi's exiles. In Vienna, he worked as an economic journalist 
for the Österreichische Volkswirkschaft and took part in the intellectual life of interwar Vienna. 
Though not a central figure, he was recognized for his participation in the Calculation Debates 
where he advanced a non-orthodox socialist position. He advocated de-centralized planning against 
Mises' arguments that planning is impossible on the one hand and Neurath's vision of centralized 
planning on the other. In 1933, as Hitler's success strengthened the Austrian fascists, Polanyi 
emigrated to England. But his wife and child remained behind. With the collapse of Austrian 
democracy and the success of the Heimwehr fascism, his daughter Kari was sent to him in 
England. Ilona joined them only two years later having stayed in Austria to participate in the illegal 
Schutzbund [177]. In England, Polanyi was associated with Christian socialist circles and socialist 
scholars R.H. Tawney and G.D.H. Cole. Through these connections he was employed as a lecturer 
in adult education for the Workers' Educational Association (W.E.A.) and the Extra Mural 
Delegacies of the Universities of Oxford and London, and arranged a lecture tour in the U.S. [178]. 
Moving in these circles, he is likely to have crossed paths with Eileen Power and Michael Postan. 
Power ran a seminar on economic history with Tawney, and she too For Power was associated with 
the Worker’s Educational Association. During this period, Polanyi deepened his knowledge of 
Industrial Revolution particularly with reference to England [179]. These studies would bear fruit 
in The Great Transformation [1944], an interpretive study of the nineteenth century in which 
Polanyi attempted to explain the rise of Fascism and collapse of European society. 

His analysis focused on the capitalist ideology of a self-regulating market, which he considered 
utopian, and it issued in a formative critique of contemporary economic theory as market driven. 

Our thesis is that the idea of a self-adjusting market implied a stark utopia. Such an institution could 
not exist for any length of time without annihilating the human and natural substance of society; it 
would have physically destroyed man and transformed his surroundings into a wilderness. Inevitably, 
society took measures to protect itself, but whatever measures it took impaired the self-regulation of 
the market, disorganized industrial life, and thus endangered society in yet another way [180]. 

An autonomous market system severs the symbiotic connection between society and economy, 
inverting their natural order. The aim of the economy is no longer the satisfaction of society’s 
material needs, but ever increasing profit. The profit motive drives economic activity, regardless of 
the human and environmental costs. This inversion shows itself in the commoditization of factors 
such as labor, land, and money, which are commodities only in fiction. 

Polanyi built his argument for the regulation of modern economy by demonstrating how 
economies across time and space have been embedded in social institutions. Drawing on the 
ethnographic literature describing primitive economies, Polanyi constructed three ideal types of 
“economic exchange”—reciprocity, redistribution, or exchange. (This last was the historic origin of 
the self-regulating market system, but, he emphasized, it need not have developed in this direction.) 
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Only an economy embedded in its social institutions is properly directed to sustaining human life, 
as opposed to accumulating capital. The ideal of a self-regulating market system, Polanyi 
concluded, is historically unprecedented, an aberration in human history, one which is destroying 
European society. 

By arguing that a self-adjusting market system is a false utopia and historically unprecedented, 
Polanyi attacked the root principles of classical political economy and neo-classical economics—
that an autonomous market system is the pinnacle and teleological end of economic development. 
In this system of thought, the market system becomes identical with “economy” and serves as a 
theoretical model for all cultures in any historical period. Polanyi in contrast pointed out the 
historical contingency of and the utopian elements in classical and neo-classical economics. He 
argued that the following principles are valid only for a study of modern market systems, and then 
only in part: (1) the basic economic unit is an autonomous agent, (2) with an innate propensity to 
“truck, barter and trade,” (3) which propensity naturally gives rise to markets, (4) which markets 
naturally give rise to a self-regulating market system [181]. In no primitive society, Polanyi argued, 
does the orthodox economic story bear out: individuals do not show a propensity to barter, nor does 
barter give rise to local markets and a division of labor, necessitating regional and long-distance 
trade. Polanyi specifically articulates his critique as a response to Adam Smith. This is not 
surprising given the English context within which he was reading and lecturing during the war. 
What is not viscerally evident is that the Smithian propensity to "truck, barter, and trade" had been 
linked in German economic literature specifically to Jews and Judaism [182]. This German context 
unveils another layer in Polanyi’s thought, suggesting that his work can be read as a profound 
response to the Sombartian reduction of Jews and Judaism to the spirit of capitalism. 

Following the enthusiastic reception of The Great Transformation, Polanyi received a visiting 
professorship in 1947 at Columbia University where he directed a project supported by the Council 
for Research in the Social Sciences at Columbia on the origins of economic institutions. After his 
retirement in 1953, he and the anthropologist Conrad Arensberg directed an Interdisciplinary 
Project funded by the Ford Foundation on the economic aspects of institutional growth, as well as a 
faculty seminar at Columbia on the same topic. This series of research projects reached fruition in 
the path-breaking collection of essays Trade and Market in the Early Empires: Economies in 
History and Theory, edited jointly by Polanyi, Arensberg, and the sociologist, Harry Pearson, in 
consultation with the Assyriologist A.L. Oppenheim from the Oriental Institute at Chicago. The 
aim of the volume as a whole was the exploration of the relation between social institutions and 
economic patterns, in both market and non-market economies. The underlying impetus for the 
volume was the sociological understanding of economy or what Polanyi referred to as the “place of 
economy in society.” 

The collection drove a single argument home, due in large measure to Polanyi’s guiding vision: 
the economic process must be rethought more broadly than the market complex in order to understand 
pre-industrial and primitive economies. “The authors see in the market bias an intellectual obstacle 
to that broadening of our vision in matters economic which they advocate” [183]. Just as Polanyi 
argued in The Great Transformation, the authors here hold that  

Adam Smith’s discovery of the market as the pivot of the economy was more than a practical 
insight...His concept of the market as a spur to competition gave the decisive impetus for that view of 
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society that was to arise from such an economy: a concept that was eventually regarded as an 
universal tool in the atomistically conceived history and theory of man. The market, then, shaped both 
the organization of our actual material existence and the perspectives from which we were allegedly 
enabled to grasp all forms of social organization [184]. 

Polanyi and his fellow editors protested against the neoclassical definition of the “economic” as 
economizing action in a situation of scarcity, and its claim to historically universal applicability.  

Such an approach must induce a more or less tacit acceptance of the heuristic principle according to 
which, where trade is in evidence, markets should be assumed, and where money is in evidence trade, 
and therefore markets, should be assumed. Naturally, this leads to seeing markets where there are 
none and ignoring trade and money where they are present, because markets happen to be absent. The 
cumulative effect must be to create a stereotype of the economies of less familiar times and places, 
something in the way of an artificial landscape with only little or no resemblance to the original [185]. 

Polanyi argued that the economic has a substantive meaning, not just a formal (neo-classical) 
meaning. The substantive meaning refers to the satisfaction of material wants through humankind’s 
interchanges with nature and fellow human beings. “Only the substantive meaning of ‘economic’,” 
Polanyi argues, “is capable of yielding the concepts that are required by the social sciences for an 
investigation of all the empirical economies of the past and present” [186]. That is, focusing on 
rational economizing limits the scope of investigation, ruling out economic activities that do not 
conform to the modern market system. The anthropologist, sociologist and historian is faced, 
Polanyi argues, with a great variety of institutions other than markets, in which humankind’s 
livelihood is embedded. Thus an analytical method devised for a special form of the economy, 
which was dependent upon the presence of specific market elements is useless. Only the 
substantive definition opens economic thought up to non-market systems [187]. 

Trade and Markets in Early Empires set off a revolution in the newly emerging sub-field of 
economic anthropology and had a similar if less far reaching effect in ancient history. During the 
sixties and seventies, economic anthropology was divided between “formalists” subscribing to the 
use of contemporary economic theory for primitive economies and “substantivists,” following 
Polanyi’s model, joined somewhat later by a third approach, that of the New Left Marxists, which 
posed a focus on production as a counterpoint to Polanyi’s on circulation. Polanyi’s model had 
some muted influence in medieval history as well, particularly through Georges Duby's Early 
Growth of the European Economy, which drew on Polanyi as well as the sociologist Marcel Mauss, 
following a seminar of the Annales School [188–190]. While Polanyi’s influence in economic 
anthropology has waned, his contributions have been absorbed into the make-up of the field and 
synthesized with other approaches. With the foundation of a Karl Polanyi Institute in Montreal and 
a series of conferences connected with the Institute from the mid-1980s on, Polanyi's ideas received 
renewed attention from a diverse group of thinkers concerned with globalization, third world 
development, freedom within state regulation, ethics in economy. With the weakening and collapse 
of the Soviet controlled Communism of central and Eastern Europe, western Marxism all but gave 
its last gasp. Polanyi offered in the West a broad, innovative thinker championing a non-Marxist 
socialism, with an ethical economics based in Christian thought [191]. 
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Polanyi was a Christian socialist, but he was also Jewish. As a socialist thinker, he was part of a 
large group of assimilated Jewish intellectuals and political activists who have been invisible in the 
literature on modern Jewish history their socialist identity took precedence over their Jewish 
identity. As an assimilated Jew, Polanyi was Jewish in a social sense, through the networks of 
familial and social ties within which his life was embedded. Finally as a central European émigré, 
Polanyi had the racial category that denied his own self-identification as a Christian socialist thrust 
upon him. His intellectual trajectory was shaped by the experience of emigration as a “Jew.” 
Without the exposure to the traditions of political economy and history in England, perhaps too 
without the personal trauma of exile, the Great Transformation would never have been written. 
Without the fellowships and scholarly connections in the US, the collaborative work at Columbia 
would not have produced the same forceful, intellectual model influencing anthropologists, 
sociologists and premodern historians in the postwar period. Though he neither saw himself as 
“Jewish” nor linked his work to Jewish history, his work challenged the very construction of 
“economy” around a “profit motive” that was linked with Jews and Judaism. 

5. Conclusions 

These five intellectuals represent a range of émigré experiences and Jewish identities. Postan 
and Polanyi were émigrés in the aftermath of the Russian Revolution and the political upheavals in 
Eastern Europe. Both cycled through Vienna and London, and both had intimate knowledge of 
socialism with roots in central and eastern European Jewish politics. Postan had settled in England, 
entered the university system, and built a career, ultimately securing a comfortable chair at 
Cambridge. Postan, Polanyi, and Lopez would all work as journalists before establishing (or  
re-establishing) themselves in academia. Polanyi was a journalist for a decade in Vienna, but would 
become an émigré once again along with Kisch, Lopez, and Oelsner as a consequence of Nazi 
racial policy. Kisch and Lopez emigrated to the US as already established scholars, though Lopez 
enrolled in and completed an American Ph.D. program for the sake of employment. Oelsner 
coming late to the university and denied entrance in the 1930s, would gain both a BA and an MA 
in America. In this she was similar to Postan, but unlike Postan, Oelsner never achieved a secure 
academic position. Polanyi, a committed socialist, worked forty years as a teacher in the worker's 
educational movement and would become a visiting professor in the US, first through a wartime 
fellowship at Bennington College, then through his wartime writings at Columbia University. 

But despite differences in identity and personal experience, these émigrés are united by the fact 
that each one responded to the contemporary European crisis in intellectual projects on the 
economic history of premodern Europe. The “lived historical experience” of the war years brought 
new urgency and crystallized the construction of new paradigms that have profoundly shaped 
intellectual work in the later twentieth century [192]. For Kisch, Oelsner, and Polanyi, this 
intellectual intervention was their war effort. Their intellectual projects directly grew out of the 
collapse of European Jewish life on the one side (Kisch/ elsner) and the collapse of European 
democracy on the other (Polanyi), and their personal experience of both. 

Postan’s and Lopez’ works were not so evidently a “war effort.” Their intellectual trajectories 
had already been set in place in the interwar years, but there are complex ties between their work, 
their émigré experience, and the war. For both, their war effort was the more traditional one of 
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serving in war offices where their native languages made them highly useful. Postan became the 
head of the Russian section of the Ministry of Economic Warfare and contributed to the official 
civil history of the war [193,194]. Lopez worked in the Italian section of the Office of War 
Information as a scriptwriter. Both of them met their future wives as co-workers in the war offices. 
Lopez quipped that his successful courtship of Claudia Kirschen “was his supreme wartime 
accomplishment” [195]. Four years after Power’s death, Postan married Lady Cynthia Keppel, the 
daughter of the Ninth Earl of Albemarle [196]. An unintended consequence of these marriages was 
the greater ease of accepting these “foreign” and Jewish émigrés into the social circles of the 
academic elite and thereby the solidification of their intellectual influence [197]. Postan and Lopez 
would each educate a whole generation of medieval historians in Great Britain and the United 
States. In a similar way, the disruption the war caused to the Cambridge Economic History of 
Europe threw Postan and Lopez to the forefront in the composition of that key second volume. 
Perhaps their interest in commercialization in the medieval period was deepened by the political 
experiences that led to emigration. But for Postan and Lopez, the crisis of the war itself did not 
radically shape their intellectual projects. Rather it was the nature of their émigré experience that 
did. As émigrés, both Postan’s and Lopez’ intellectual trajectories were shaped by their encounters 
in a new academic setting (as was Oelsner’s). Postan was brought into economic history by his 
teachers at the London School of Economics. Lopez, already an accomplished economic historian 
when he arrived in the States, was broadened by his American experience. His formerly narrow, 
local studies gave way to exceptional broad and synthetic works (in part no doubt due to that 
essential American element of distance from the archives) [198]. 

Neither Postan nor Lopez wrote Jewish history nor engaged with Jewish historical issues (aside 
from Lopez’ modest incorporation of “the economic function of the Jews”). But a latent connection 
exists due to the prominence of political discourses laced with stereotypes linking Jews and 
capitalism in first half of the twentieth century. Neither Postan nor Lopez intended their work to 
refute Roscher’s theory of an “economic function of the Jew” (and to suggest such would be to 
diminish the broad-ranging historical palette with which they dealt). But they proposed a model of 
expansion and decline before the sixteenth century that fits hand-in-glove Oelsner's critique (even 
if Lopez like Kisch accepted Roscher's model). Postan in particular developed a historical narrative 
that realized Polanyi’s theoretical critique of a linear, teleological progression of economy 
grounded in a Smithian economic man with an “innate propensity to truck, barter and trade” or 
what we might also call the “Jewish moneylender.” Two of these émigrés were fiercely Jewish and 
devoted their intellectual life to questions of Jewish history (Kisch and Oelsner), two personally 
identified as Jews but had little involvement in scholarship on Jewish Studies (Postan and  
Lopez) [199,200], one was a Christian socialist of Jewish origins (Polanyi). But the pressure of 
Nazi racial categories and the war produced similar effects—emigration and intellectual projects 
that rethought European economic history with particular emphasis on the premodern. The 
intellectual trajectories charted here contributed major new paradigms that profoundly shaped 
intellectual work in the post-war years and continue to shape our thinking today. 
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Abstract: In this paper, we explore Karl Mannheim’s puzzling failure (or refusal) to 
address himself in any way to questions arising out of the position of Jews in Germany, 
either before or after the advent of Nazi rule—and this, notwithstanding the fact, first, 
that his own ethnic identification as a Jew was never in question and that he shared 
vivid experiences of anti-Semitism, and consequent exile from both Hungary and 
Germany, and, second, that his entire sociological method rested upon using one’s own 
most problematic social location—as woman, say, or youth, or intellectual—as the 
starting point for a reflexive investigation. It was precisely Mannheim’s convictions 
about the integral bond between thought grounded in reflexivity and a mission to 
engage in a transformative work of Bildung that made it effectively impossible for him 
to formulate his inquiries in terms of his way of being Jewish. It is through his 
explorations of the rise and fall of the intellectual as socio-cultural formation that 
Mannheim investigates his relations to his Jewish origins and confronts the disaster of 
1933. The key to our puzzle is to be found in the theory of assimilation put forward in 
the dissertation of his student, Jacob Katz. 

Keywords: Karl Mannheim; Jacob Katz; Jewishness; sociology; intellectuals; 
cultivation; assimilation; Germany 

 

1. Introduction 

From one point of view, there can be no question that the sociologist, Karl Mannheim, belongs 
in a collection of studies dedicated to “European Jewish Émigrés and the Shaping of Postwar 
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Culture.” He certainly belonged to the cohort of exiles compelled to flee National Socialist 
Germany when he was ousted from his professorship as a Jew and effectively rendered 
unemployable; and his two best-known books, Ideology and Utopia and Man and Society in an Age 
of Reconstruction—particularly the latter—were extensively discussed in both academic and wider 
public settings during the ten or more postwar years, notwithstanding his untimely death in 1947. 
He was asked to broadcast to Germany in the BBC’s re-education program, much to the chagrin of 
Carl Schmitt and others [1], and he had been chosen as first Head of the European UNESCO office 
when he became ill [2]. 

Yet Mannheim, as we understand him, does not fit easily into the company of the other figures 
examined under the present heading at the mini-conference held at Duke University on April 3, 
2011 because the contributions of the others were presented as somehow grounded in their Jewish 
identities, especially under the conditions of the war and post-war period, while Mannheim clearly 
kept his distance from his Jewish antecedents in his intellectual life. He thought and spoke as 
intellectual and as sociologist—the articulation of the intellectual’s role he considered appropriate 
to the age—but not in any case as a Jew. His principal interlocutors during many of his exile  
years, in fact, were expressly Christian thinkers to whom he spoke in his capacity as a thinker 
without religious identity. The idea that his intellectual contributions might be accounted Jewish 
 by virtue of his imputed ethnicity, which he never denied, would have disturbed him. Even if  
we were to argue that he was nevertheless a member of the Jewish community of fate 
(Schicksalsgemeinschaft), we would find at least one occasion on which he expressly denied 
precisely this and, more generally, we would be compelled to overrule the self-understanding of a 
thinker who built his entire thought on the primacy of reflexive clarity [3]. 

There is a more disturbing alternative offered by a subtle thinker who sharpens the problem 
precisely because he offers such a fertile proposal to explain Mannheim’s position, up to a critical 
point. In a recent study, Ulrich Oevermann has written:  

One of the important and inherently paradoxical historical consequences of the precarious minority 
status of Jew since the time of antiquity—and increasingly with the Christianization of the 
Occident—was that the dialectical mainspring driving towards a universal rationalization, which was 
inclined towards secularization, became ever more tightly wound in the course of the struggle for 
survival and adaptation, which was itself marked by a tension between “chosenness” and the 
universal ethic in whose name the “chosenness” was grounded. And under the conditions of entry into 
modernity, this led to a thoroughgoing cosmopolitan and universalistic intellectuality among 
European Jews. For the Jews socialized to this intellectuality, a Judaism understood primarily either 
as ethnic or as religious identity became increasingly obsolete. The consequence of the Nuremburg 
Racial Laws was that this universal-historical line of development was radically and brutally cut off. 
The industrially executed mass destruction of European Jews that was the sequel of these laws meant 
perforce that all surviving Jews and their descendants would henceforth have to define themselves in 
their collective social identities as victims of this persecution. Anything else would amount to a self-
destructive denial of reality [4]. 

The last two sentences pose a challenge not only to Mannheim but also to numerous “surviving 
Jews” who defined themselves rather as comrades in one or another Socialist formation, as 
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scientists, as continuators or innovators in cultural work, whether cosmopolitan or variously 
bounded. Paradoxically, Oevermann’s formulation would also call into question the realism of 
Zionists during the years before the Eichmann trial, when the separation from the “passive” victims 
was a pervasive motif. There is much ingenuity in Oevermann’s subtle version of what is 
sometimes called “psychological Judaism,” or “Jewish consciousness”—both terms offering poor 
connotative equivalents to the culturally laden German concepts of “Psychologie” and 
“Bewusstsein”—which offers a depth-structural hypothesis for a development that is subject to 
more sociological attention in the article below; but the proposition that the inner dynamic of 
Jewishness led Jews as such to became cosmopolitan intellectuals is no more proof against a 
myriad of counter-examples than the contention that failure to define themselves later as above all 
Jewish survivors is against their nature, to speak with Aristotle. Neither the writ of the Nuremberg 
Laws nor the murderous decree of the camps ran in the diverse and versatile mentalities of the 
individuals who share a designation as Jews. 

A Jewish refugee who eventually played an important part in the German postwar academic 
culture can serve as authority for questioning the availability of a deep Jewish consciousness—as 
distinct from the shared but variously interpreted experiences of a generation—to which intellectual 
and cultural achievements can be referred. The testimony of Ernst Fraenkel is especially poignant 
because his considered judgment differed so markedly from his initial reaction, which approximated 
to Oevermann’s generalization, at least in relation to the German setting in which he had earlier 
functioned as political intellectual. Immediately after the war, in a letter to a Socialist comrade who 
had remained in Germany, he wrote:  

In the relationship between Germans and Jews, now that 5,000,000 Jews have been murdered, I feel 
solidarity with the Jews—and only with them. I do not believe that it can be expected of any Jew that 
he will ever in future live in Germany [...]. I was in Germany long enough to know that a considerable 
proportion of the German population endorsed Hitler’s measures against the Jews. After this 
campaign has led to massacre, it is not permissible for me as a Jew ever again to make the cause of 
this people my own. That may sound bitter. I feel very bitter on this question. I believe that this 
wound can never be healed [5]. 

Yet in 1954, after a number of years in which he did indeed live in Germany and define himself 
first as representative of American political thinking and then as associate of German anti-
Communists of the reformist left, including especially the recipient of his earlier letter, Fraenkel 
wrote an article on “The Jewish Question” in a volume produced jointly with a Wehrmacht veteran 
and dedicated to German political education in which he cast doubt on notions of a common Jewish 
ethnic identity or consciousness. He wrote: 

The sociological character of the Jewish minority can hardly be established with any scientific 
certainty, since the Jewish communities scattered throughout the world differ so greatly in cultural 
and social characteristics and since neither Jews nor non-Jews are agreed as to who should be 
designated as a Jew. 

Fraenkel was charged at the time by a well-known Jewish advocate, Hugo Marx, with having 
failed to recognize Jews as an “authentic ethnic minority “with its own collective “essence and 
attitude”; and he did not deny the charge. His point in reply was simply to emphasize the priority of 
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the political task to which he had set himself and–at least implicitly—the terms of the alliances he 
had entered to advance these objectives [6].  

Our aim in this preface is not to deny by any means that the distinctive historical experiences  
of figures like Ernst Fraenkel or Karl Mannheim are conditioned by their designation as Jews or 
their needs to cope with the consequences of that designation. But we challenge the claim that there 
is an essentially Jewish way of undergoing these experiences or a Jewish way of acting in 
consequence [7]. 

We, the authors of this study, exemplify the complexity of the situation. Like Lillian Furst, to 
whom this collection is dedicated, one of us, David Kettler, is a member of the “second wave” of 
Jewish émigrés from Germany. He was born in Leipzig in 1930, the second son of young parents 
who were East European Jews, and he escaped to the United States with his immediate family in 
March of 1940. The prime mentor of his graduate studies was Franz L. Neumann, an exile scholar 
and intellectual, who taught at Columbia University. The other, Volker Meja, was born in Berlin 
two months after Kettler’s flight. His father, an engineer, was a Wehrmacht soldier during the last 
two war years, and Meja’s remaining family spent the last eighteen months of the war with his 
paternal grandparents in Silesia, and as a small child experienced the flight westward ahead of the 
Russian troops. Meja came to the United States on a Fulbright stipend after undergraduate study in 
Frankfurt with Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno and earned a doctorate at Brandeis 
University under Kurt H. Wolff, an émigré who had been a student of Karl Mannheim. He has had 
most of his academic career in Canada, while remaining a citizen of the German Federal Republic. 
The two of us have been collaborators in the study of Karl Mannheim and some other topics for 
almost forty years. We have differed often, but we have never experienced a division as between a 
Jewish and non-Jewish sensibility, except possibly for one afternoon in 1988, when we made two 
stops on a drive from Frankfurt a. M. to Cracow. First, we visited the village where Volker spent 
almost two years to escape the bombing of Berlin. And then, towards evening, we visited 
Auschwitz. On those occasions, we were both deeply affected but not in the same ways. Yet the 
paper we jointly delivered in Cracow bore no signs of these radically different experiences and 
memories. Neither author thought or wrote as a victim. We were preoccupied, rather, with the 
decline of trade unions in the West and worried about its consequences for the welfare state. 

The original of the study presented below was written in Kettler's birthplace, Leipzig, during our 
joint fellowship at the Simon Dubnow Institute for Jewish History and Culture. We think that it is 
germane to the present occasion and are grateful for permission to contribute a revised version to 
the present collection [8]. 

2. A Puzzle and a Paradox 

In this paper, we explore the puzzling failure (or refusal) on the part of the sociologist, Karl 
Mannheim, to address himself in any way to questions arising out of the position of Jews in 
Germany, either before or after the advent of Nazi rule—and this, notwithstanding the fact, first, that 
his own ethnic identification as a Jew was never in question and that he shared vivid experiences of 
anti-Semitism, and consequent exile from both Hungary and Germany, and, second, that his entire 
sociological method rested upon using one’s own most problematic social location—as woman, 
say, or youth, or intellectual—as the starting point for a reflexive investigation. A number of 
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circumstances—including his choices of residence in notably Jewish middle-class neighborhoods 
in both Frankfurt and London, his seeming comfort with his identification as a Jewish person 
among colleagues and students, his abstention from any actions of disavowal, and his life-long 
close relations with his unquestionably self-identified Jewish parents, who outlived him in 
Hungary—make it implausible to ascribe this seeming contradiction to some blanket denial of or 
disassociation from his own Jewish background. The key to our puzzle, we believe, is to be found 
in a place defined by an unsurprising relation for as dedicated a teacher as Karl Mannheim: in the 
work of one of his students, Jacob Katz. 

Instead of a puzzle, we now offer you the paradox that, far from avoiding reflection grounded on 
his position and experiences as a Jew, it was precisely Mannheim’s convictions about the integral 
bond between thought grounded in reflexivity and a mission to engage in a transformative work of 
Bildung that made it effectively impossible for him to formulate his inquiries in terms of his way of 
being Jewish. It is through his explorations of the rise and fall of the intellectual as socio-cultural 
formation that Mannheim investigates his relations to his Jewish origins and confronts the disaster 
of 1933. The crux is to be found in the theory of assimilation put forward in the dissertation that 
Jacob Katz planned with Karl Mannheim, according to Katz’s testimony, but that he could not 
complete before Mannheim’s expulsion from the university. 

Jacob Katz was a Hungarian Jew from the village of Magyargencs. Strictly orthodox and a 
supporter of the religious Zionist organization, Mizrachi, he began his stay in Frankfurt, while 
preparing for university admission, in one of the city’s yeshivas, which also provided him with 
sanctuary during his university studies. In addition to Karl Mannheim, the teachers he recalls in his 
memoirs include Paul Tillich and Theodor W. Adorno, Max Wertheimer, Max Horkheimer (whose 
course he fled because the teacher “lacked any inspiration”) and a number of history and literature 
teachers. He was able to earn his doctorate in 1934 after the ouster of most Jewish faculty deprived 
him of his adviser, because of the professional and “fair” attitude of the historian, Georg Künzel, to 
whom Mannheim had sent him after his ouster, and who also promoted Margarethe Freudenthal, 
another Jewish “orphan” of Mannheim. In the case of Katz, good will combined with luck to secure 
him a second reader. Künzel coopted a Jewish Orientalist, G. Weil, who normally would have no 
qualifications in this field, and whose dismissal, delayed because of his military service, took effect 
on the day after the viva voce. With a stop-over in London to improve his English, during which 
time he attended some classes taught by Mannheim at the London School of Economics, Katz 
arrived in Palestine in 1936, in keeping with plans he had already made in 1930. He taught in the 
Sociology Department of Hebrew University, headed by Martin Buber, and he was one of the most 
prominent Israeli historians of the modern diaspora, operating throughout within the framework of 
a sociological approach, not uncontroversial among his peers [9]. 

In our paper, we shall touch on the following points: First, we summarize the main theses of 
Katz’s pioneering work: “The Origins of Jewish Assimilation in Germany and its Ideology [10].” 
Second, we offer reasons for considering Katz’s analysis as an extension and application of 
Mannheim’s own thought, including an examination of their reciprocal interest in precisely this 
study, drawing on our familiarity with Mannheim’s practice derived from earlier studies of other 
doctoral projects fostered by Mannheim and mentored by him. These are reasons, in short, for 
thinking that Mannheim’s conduct in this matter was the expression of a deliberate strategy. 
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Inevitably, such reasons cannot move this claim beyond the level of speculation. Yet our 
juxtaposition of Katz and Mannheim does not depend on this speculation, since Katz may be 
understood, in any case, to provide an explanation for the conduct common to Mannheim and other 
Jewish intellectuals of a certain kind. Third, then, in the light of Katz’s theses, we review some key 
elements of Mannheim’s work after 1933, notably his theory of the disintegration of the cultural 
elite structure as decisive for a diagnosis of the German catastrophe, to show this work as meeting 
Katz’s functionalist criteria for assimilationist Jewish thought. In conclusion, we suggest a 
surprising parallel between the assimilationist project that we impute to Mannheim and the vastly 
more successful undertaking of American Jewish intellectuals between 1910 and the 1940s to help 
“reconstitute American intellectual life and ... to construct, in the process, the particular, liberal 
vision of American culture that became a common possession of the American intelligentsia during 
the middle decades of the twentieth century [11].”  

Our aim is not Ideologiekritik, a dismissive exposé of Karl Mannheim’s thought, but an 
examination in the spirit of Mannheim’s own sociology of knowledge, intended to open a neglected 
dimension of Mannheim’s thought to negotiations from the standpoint of a new set of concerns, 
specifically, his problematic relationship to Jewish questions. Among premises not now on the 
table for discussion is our assumption that assimilated Jews are not inherently condemned to 
greater incoherence of thought or intensity of personal or political crisis than Jews of any other 
kind—not to speak of every variety of non-Jew. We reject what has been called in a different 
context the “jargon of authenticity,” just as we do not mean to commit ourselves to the contention 
that individuals who are somehow cut loose from their home–whether by choice, circumstance, or 
exile–are uniquely situated to understand the human condition, a thesis that Mannheim himself 
advocated–and that was put into question by another of his prized students, at least as it applies to 
political émigrés [12]. Implicitly, then, we are also probing—through a case study—the complex 
reciprocal interplay between generative teachers and creative students. 

3. Assimilation and Bildung 

Briefly stated, it was the central contention of Jacob Katz’s dissertation that the status of 
assimilated Jew depended historically upon the emergence of a new social location where Jews 
could be active on terms that did not merely hive off the discourse and practices constitutive of 
Jewish communal life, which could also be said of instructional sites where Jews acquired useful 
knowledge and scientific instruction, but whose constitutive ground rules rendered the distinction 
between Jew and non-Jew immaterial [13]. In principle, if not in practice, this required the 
Christians as well as the Jews to suspend their preoccupations with their religious starting points. 
Only under those conditions could Jews enter into collaborative relations with centers of non-
Jewish thought and culture, not merely for the sake of science, but also, as Katz himself put it, 
applying a distinction of critical importance for German discourse of the Weimar era and a subject 
given special attention in the working group under Mannheim’s guidance to which Katz belonged, 
for the sake of Bildung [14]. Such a social location, Katz shows, came into being with the 
formation of what he calls the modern Bildungselite at the end of the eighteenth century; and the 
relevant terms of discourse, turning above all on the concept of equality, can be comprehended, he 
contends, as Enlightenment thought, or Liberalism [15]. 
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Citing Georg Simmel, moreover, Katz is not satisfied with speaking of the social location of the 
Bildungselite in abstract terms, but he also calls attention to concrete social associations and 
meeting grounds, from the academies of the mid-century to the salons of the following generation, 
where sociability came to count almost as much as actual mental performance (Geist and Bildung) 
in the shared cultivated idiom. The constitutive ideology of assimilationism, accordingly, is to be 
understood not in terms of this or that substantive deviation from some core of Jewish doctrine, 
given the contested boundaries of these inherently non-dogmatic teachings, but in terms of its 
functionality for incorporating the assimilationist Jew in this more inclusive context, as a mode of 
social advancement under newly hospitable social conditions of elite formation, which the 
assimilationist Jews themselves, once admitted, did much to shape, so that it is only a slight 
exaggeration to go beyond Katz and to speak of a mutual assimilation. 

4. Jacob Katz and Karl Mannheim 

The similarities between Jacob Katz’s analysis of Jewish assimilation and Mannheim’s 
sociology are noted not only by Katz’s grateful acknowledgment of the teacher who gave him his 
handhold in the alien world of secular social sciences but also by numerous commentators on Katz. 
Benjamin Ze’ev Kedar stands out among the latter because he specifies several important points of 
contact [16]. First, he notes that Katz “took up Mannheim’s ideas about the socially unattached 
intelligentsia.” In that connection, then, Kedar also point to a broader conception of a “neutralized 
social form,” which figures importantly in Katz’s subsequent work, if also in a skeptically amended 
version. Finally, Kedar cites a passage in a work by Katz of 1955, where Katz expressly refers to 
Mannnheim’s essay on Generations in constructing his own concept of “precursors.” These 
thematic continuities are doubtless important, but the structural parallels are more profound. 

These similarities are further elaborated here, if only in brief, both because they offer some new 
insights into Katz’s early thought and because we want to hold open the ultimately unprovable 
possibility that Mannheim saw his educational transactions with Katz as part of his own work of 
self-clarification, as we have elsewhere shown to have been the case, with high probability, in his 
dealings with his student, Nina Rubinstein, whom he painstakingly supported in her work on their 
shared status as political émigrés [17]. In investigating the points of contact between Katz and 
Mannheim, it is not enough to compare Katz’s writings with Mannheim’s published texts. Katz 
never cites Mannheim in his 1935 dissertation, and this was not because Katz had been somehow 
forced to comply with new anti-Semitic norms in bibliographic practice, since Katz generously 
credits the writings of Hans Weil, another Jew, who had been a fellow member of the Mannheim 
seminar, although he received his doctorate at Göttingen. Weil’s dissertation on the history of 
Bildung, suitably revised in consultations with Mannheim, was selected to follow Mannheim’s own 
Ideologie und Utopie in the series that Mannheim edited. In his memoirs, then, Katz speaks of Weil 
as emerging “from the school of Karl Mannheim.” For Katz, as for Weil, the crucial contribution 
made by Mannheim came through classes and conversations between the two men. 

This point is important enough to warrant documentation through a rather lengthy quotation 
from Katz’s autobiography:  
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In 1930, the year that I enrolled in the university, Karl Mannheim was appointed in place of the 
sociologist Franz Oppenheimer…. [W]ithin a year the young Mannheim, subsequently renowned as 
one of the founders of the sociology of knowledge, made a name for himself among the students as an 
interesting and stimulating lecturer.… At the very first class I knew beyond doubt that here was the 
person from whom I had most to learn…. I enrolled in the course and asked to join his seminar, and to 
use a rather grandiloquent phrase, thereafter my hand never left his—that is, until Mannheim was 
banished from Frankfurt with the rise of the Nazi party. Mannheim exhibited a personal interest in the 
life of his advanced students. The two of us shared a common Hungarian-Jewish background 
although we came from opposite ends of the spectrum…. Mannheim’s knowledge of Judaism was 
scanty, but he was much interested in its problems, especially in the role played by Judaism in the 
emergence of modern society. One of the most interesting seminars that Mannheim conducted, 
together with a number of other teachers, concerned the rise of liberalism. The seminar students were 
divided into groups, each one charged with exploring the historical sources to determine the  
role played by a specific sector of society in the development of liberalism. One of the groups dealt 
with the Jewish factor; and when I joined the class, I found their work already in progress under  
the direction of one of the more senior students. When this student left the university, I took his 
place—and thus was born the idea for my dissertation on the assimilation of German Jewry [18]. 

More precisely, the group that Jacob Katz joined was actually an interdisciplinary “Working 
Group on Social History and History of Ideas: Early Liberalism in Germany,” which ran for two 
years beginning in the academic year 1931/2 and was instructed as well by the economist, Adolf 
Löwe, the political scientist, Ludwig Bergsträsser, and the historian, Ulrich Noack—with Paul 
Tillich also occasionally present. Student participants included Norbert Elias, Hannah Arendt and 
her husband, Günther Stern (later known as Günther Anders), Hans Gerth, and Hans Weil, a 
number of whom based important subsequent work on their experiences in and contributions to the 
working group [19]. 

The definition and scope of Bildung was a major field of contention during the Weimar years, 
and Weil’s book played an important part in the later stages, providing key arguments, for example 
to the right-wing sociologist Hans Freyer, as well as to Mannheim, notably on the obsolescence of 
a Bildung grounded in aristocratic experience [20]. The contest about Bildung was carried into 
exile by the predominately Jewish refugee intellectuals, and Mannheim’s own post-1933 diagnosis 
of cultural crisis—as well as his therapeutic scheme—belong to this discourse. As for the 
Liberalism workshop in Frankfurt, Hans Gerth’s dissertation on early Liberalism, completed in 
1933 but approved only in 1935, is another prime document of the seminar. Expressly designed to 
parallel Mannheim’s earlier study of conservatism, it refers to the Jewish contribution to the 
confluence of social factors constituting Liberalism only in conjunction with merchant bankers, 
notably Rothschild [21]. As in Mannheim’s earlier book, the emergent stratum of intellectuals, who 
do the primary ideological work, is traced to Protestant clerical households. Katz’s work can be 
read as a supplement, as its thesis was doubtless received in the workshop. Other sociological 
studies traceable to this remarkably fecund seminar are Margarethe Freudenthal’s study of the 
changing status of women in the household, which begins with a remarkable account of the Goethe 
family, as well as Norbert Elias’ social ecological study of the courtly society [22]. 
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Katz’s account of the birth of his dissertation may be supplemented by a speculation informed 
by study of detailed records available in two other cases, comprising a remarkable archive in the 
case of Nina Rubinstein. Mannheim’s expressions of “interest” in the “life” of Jacob Katz, as well 
as his interest in problems of Judaism, as reported by Katz, would have been integral to their 
discussions of ideas for the dissertation. It was a cardinal principle of Mannheim that individual 
study had to begin as an exercise in self-clarification, focusing precisely on an aspect that is 
experienced as problematic, primarily because of a clash between institutionalized social 
expectations, articulated in prevalent ideologies, and the concrete social experience of the 
individual. Mannheim would have been fascinated by Katz’s profound immersion in the practices 
and supportive community of orthodoxy, and he would have learned or surmised that Katz, as he 
reports in his memoirs, experienced some strain between that essential part of his life and the world 
of the university student, and especially his encounters with assimilated Jews. A secondary 
principle in the design of students’ projects was the selection of a topic possessing structural 
similarities to their own “life” problems, but simultaneously remote in time or place. In the case of 
Rubinstein, perplexed by her life within the Menshevik emigration in Berlin, the project ended up 
dealing with French émigrés of 1789. Katz’s study similarly focuses on the eighteenth century. 

Out of consideration for his student, Mannheim would have refrained from urging Katz to make  
any tensions involving orthodoxy itself the starting point for his sociological studies, since he 
frequently used the example of a transmutation of religious identification from practice to problem 
as a moment of distantiation that marked the end of religious authenticity. For example, in his 1930 
lecture course on the “Introduction to Sociology,” which Katz, it should be noted, almost certainly 
did not attend, Mannheim said: “Tolerance is the first stage in the distantiation of phenomena. The 
state of being addressed by religion and morality is replaced by an altogether different attitude 
towards these objects, by a distantiation, through which a change in function comes into being. The 
following must be added: anyone who comes from a bounded world-view will be horrified by the 
situation of distantiation from the last things, treating them as variable. They will find it an act alien 
to life, exterminating everything [23].”  

Mannheim was not always so considerate when dealing with individuals other than students, as 
witness a furious letter from Michael Polanyi after a meeting between the two old acquaintances, in 
which Polanyi berates him because, in his view, Mannheim has seen fit to cross-question him on 
the sources and origins of his [Christian] religious convictions, as if they were some sort of 
pathological symptom [24]. The difference between the “interest” shown on the two occasions, 
however, is to be explained not only by the difference between mentoring a student and speaking 
with a peer, but also by the changes over the years between the two occasions in Mannheim’s own 
relation to religious questions other than the sociological. 

Katz gives a compelling if somber account of Mannheim’s condition in the first phase of his 
second exile. He writes:  

Upon arriving in London, I naturally lost no time in visiting Mannheim with a copy of my printed 
dissertation, in which he too had had a part, in hand. I began attending his lectures and one of his 
seminars [at the London School of Economics], but these were a faint echo of those given in 
Frankfurt. There were few students, the teacher still struggled with the language, and the intellectual 
curiosity that had once united teacher and student was totally absent. Mannheim’s seminars for 
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advanced students were attended mostly by Americans, and they too displayed little of the alertness of 
Mannheim’s previous students. When asked to deliver a lecture on my dissertation topic, I had to 
overcome not only the language barrier but also the lack of audience interest in so remote a subject. 
Little wonder, therefore, that I had no real sense of satisfaction after completing my talk. 

Mannheim did not hide his distress, but neither did he complain…. I could gauge Mannheim’s view of 
his situation by a question that he tossed out without warning: ‘How long do you think it would take me 
to master Hebrew should I decide to learn it?’ Not that the spirit of Zionism had suddenly descended 
upon him, but the oppressiveness of his situation led him to consider possible alternatives, among them 
the Hebrew University in Jerusalem. This was nothing more than a momentary flash, an idea that faded 
just as rapidly as it had come.” 

Katz may have underestimated Mannheim’s actual interest in Jerusalem. Their discussion must 
have taken place while Mannheim was in fact in the process of weighing—and rejecting—an offer 
to join the new “University in Exile” in New York, so that Mannheim in fact did not lack another 
alternative. Then too there is the as yet unexplained circumstance that Mannheim’s library was sent 
to the Hebrew University after his death. It is of course possible that this was simply a decision of 
his widow [25]. 

Mannheim’s encounter with Katz coincides with his most intense personal questioning about his 
own religiosity. Because of its character as testimony, we quote an extended excerpt from a 
transcript of Mannheim’s intervention in a discussion held in the home of the theologian, Paul 
Tillich. The context is Christian, of course, but we should note Mannheim’s ambiguous reference 
to his genetic inheritance, as well as his rejection of the “spiritualized” deity of the intellectuals. 
There are evident parallels, moreover, to discussions in the circle around Martin Buber, with whom 
Mannheim participated in Heidelberg seminars, and whose ‘I-thou’ vocabulary plays a part in 
Mannheim’s 1930 lectures at Frankfurt:  

One ought to talk about God, and I do not want to evade this. I believe that the question of God must 
be posed here in a quite extreme form. Scheler has said, and I must go along with this: if there is a 
God and if he is supposed to matter to me, then, in view of the modes of experience, it can only be a 
personal God. Because the highest form in which I can be addressed is not spirit, machine, natural 
law, or anything altogether sublime, but the primal experience of personality. It must be possible for 
me to speak with him, he must be able to address me. That is the feeling I have unconditionally, 
perhaps from childhood, as a matter of genetic inheritance (Erbgut), on the basis of the modes of 
encounter that one has as a human being. Either a God or none—and if so, then a personal God. I 
must be able to beg his pardon, to pray to him; he must have this personal quality. 

I cannot accept the intermediate stages that are placed between man and God, stages that are already 
installed by Protestantism. The development to the point of the Hegelian World Spirit arose out of this 
spirit of retreat. Spiritualization arose for the sake of the intellectuals, who found the simple personal 
conception hard to defend and who were able to arrange God for themselves only in this pantheistic 
form. This spiritualized God is of no use to me. On the one hand, it is the historical merit of 
Protestantism to have carried this process into effect, but on the other hand, it is a renunciation of much 
unconditional evidence and generative force. 
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If I return to the primal question of either a personal God or none, I cannot come to any conclusion 
but that I do not know. One thing I do know. A personal God has never addressed me. I have indeed 
had experiences that you would call religious. But to experience these as if I had encountered a 
personal God could only be done by a man from the middle ages. I can provide a phenomenological 
description of what I call self-encounter, but only as a being thrown back (Zurückgeworfensein) on 
my own loneliness, the innermost source that springs up within myself and that is ecstatic,—and yet 
not so that a strange voice speaks into me, as a medieval mystic would say. Because I want to be just 
so exact (and modern man is like that) and because I have experienced it in this way, I cannot say that 
a personal God has spoken, and I remain silent about it. I have not had him directly, but that is not all 
right (in Ordnung). And things are not all right with the world, there is something wrong with the ever 
greater analytical breakdown, something is lost. I also cannot see how my understanding could reach 
the point where it could say that there is nothing behind it all [26]. 

Drawing once more on the transcript of Mannheim’s inaugural lecture course at Frankfurt, 
which Katz did not attend, we note the following: “Do not think about problems that do not 
become acute! If certain problems do not become acute in your life, do not believe that you would 
not be a cultivated person without these problems. When this problematic reaches you, however, 
you must know what it means and what possibilities the situation opens up. Perhaps one person can 
then even help another [27].” 

To engage Jacob Katz in a study of assimilation may well have appeared as a brilliant 
opportunity for Mannheim to gain help with his own deep uncertainties while gently initiating a 
student into a process, on the other hand, which Mannheim must also have expected to result in his 
own distantiation from his present commitments. Whether he saw the latter as risk or opportunity is 
hard to say, but his sense of sociological mission was inseparable from his conviction that there 
was something else. The contradiction would have appeared inescapable. Yet we do not want to 
build too much on this speculative excursus, whose claims are not essential to our main thesis. That 
is, whether Katz’s theory of assimilation provides a key to our understanding of Mannheim’s 
intellectual management of his Jewish question, which is our present concern, does not depend on 
the extent to which it also documents a process of intimate collaboration between the two men, 
where the student helps the professor to probe more deeply into his own existential uncertainties. 

Yet the primary relationship between the two, especially from Katz’s point of view, was that 
between teacher and student in a simpler sense, and the teacher, Karl Mannheim, during the 
Frankfurt years appeared above all in the guise of empirical-historical sociologist, with 
philosophical conundrums very much on the periphery, and quite possibly invisible to someone 
who came to university with Katz’s sharp distinction between the sites of his scientific training and 
the sites of his cultivation—and with a supportive local network of orthodox Jewish associations to 
sustain the difference [28]. 

We turn, then, to some similarities between Katz’s structure of analysis and the teachings of the 
“scientific Mannheim” of the Frankfurt classroom. Mannheim’s lecture courses in Frankfurt 
followed a sequence of historical periods, each used as the occasion for highlighting a distinct 
complex of institutional concepts largely derived from Max Weber’s systematizations. The 
Summer 1931 course that covered the time period from antiquity to feudalism, for example, 
developed the concepts of family, tribe, and patrimonial rule; the Summer 1932 course on the high 
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middle ages and early modern period brought out themes of upward mobility, classes, women and 
the educated strata. There was also a course focused on the developments of urban, bourgeois 
society and the concomitant rise of state formations. The point of the sequence is epitomized in the 
catalogue title of the first one, “The Social Forms of the Present and their History [29].” 

Mannheim’s design embodied what may be called a “historical approach” with an unembarrassed 
presentist agenda. There is a complex relationship between Mannheim’s pedagogical and theoretical 
strategies, especially in the uses of history. From the latter point of view, there was a strong 
phenomenological element in Mannheim’s approach, incorporating historical elements into an 
apprehension of “the social forms of the present [30].” 

In applying our understanding of Katz’s theory of the rise of assimilation and its ideology to 
Mannheim’s management of his situation as assimilated Jew in a world that undermined the 
structural supports of trans-religious liberal space, we implicitly treat Katz’s approach as more 
nearly phenomenological than historical. To justify this reading, we draw especially on 
Mannheim’s practice of recommending historical distantiation to his students as a resource for a 
kind of phenomenological Wesensschau, as a methodological aid to confronting their own most 
problematic experiences. 

Whether this was in fact the case for Katz in his days as Mannheim’s student cannot be stated 
with certainty, especially because Katz’s later use of the research reported in his dissertation treats 
the epoch of the rise of assimilation merely as a phase in a process that generated a sequence of 
differently designed social constitutions, notably in his Out of the Ghetto [31]. It is of course open 
to us to contend that Katz’s early insight has no less power than his subsequent periodization—and 
that in fact his later conceptions in fact represent comparatively minor adaptations of the basic 
design. On the other hand, the design itself may have been affected by the ambiguous requirements 
of a thesis defended after the establishment of Nazi rule in the universities. In the end, the theory 
we derive from Katz and apply to Mannheim can be validated by the authority of Katz with only 
somewhat more assurance than we can treat Katz as expounder of Mannheim’s self-understanding. 
Yet in both respects, we obviously think that the probabilities are worth the gamble. 

The main conceptual elements in Katz’s study of assimilation are the emergence of the 
Bildungselite in the 18th Century, the correlation between a new social formation of “intellectuals” 
within this setting and Enlightenment or liberal thought, the importance of concrete settings of 
conversation and sociability, the shift of perspective from one generational unit to the other, the motif 
of social advancement, and, overall, the identification of sociological analysis with the identification 
of “functional” relations rather than substantive ones. The themes are applied as analytical tools in 
historical sociology, rather than being theoretically developed, as they are in Mannheim’s published 
writings. Their treatment here corresponds to the approach in Mannheim’s lecture courses, as well 
as in Katz’s most frequently cited source, Hans Weil’s study of Bildung, which was developed, like 
Katz’s own work, in Mannheim’s Working Group on Early Liberalism [32]. 

In both Mannheim’s publications and his classes, as in a large manuscript study of intellectuals 
left unfinished at his death, Jews who have left the community of the faithful always figure in 
Mannheim’s recitations of the miscellaneous social elements who are collected in the emergent 
Bildungsschicht between the mid-eighteenth and early twentieth centuries. Yet he never separately 
addresses Katz’s distinctive questions about the processes that led to their departure from the 
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Jewish community and to their acceptance within the programmatically “spiritual” (geistig) social 
groupings of non-Jews. To Mannheim, the dissolution of all primary religious communities and 
“primitive” modes of understanding the world appear simply as the single most important but 
nevertheless self-evident aspect of the processes of modernization. “Secularization” appeared 
irreversible, at least as far as the old religious institutions were concerned. Katz’s starting point 
within the ranks of the orthodox problematizes that self-evidence and opens questions about Jewish 
assimilation that are analogous to the questions opened about the self-evidence of other aspects of 
liberalism by the revival of conservative thought, which Mannheim had entered into for purposes 
of his seminal study of Conservatism, five or six years before his meeting with Katz [33]. 

5. Another Jewish Reception of Mannheim’s Principal Work 

To clarify the special character of Katz’s intellectual negotiations with Mannheim, it is worthwhile 
to contrast it with the only other distinctly Jewish contemporaneous reception of Mannheim we 
have been able to find, a quite long review of Mannheim’s Ideologie und Utopie by Rabbi Ignaz 
Maybaum in the Zionist periodical, Jüdische Rundschau [34]. Because of the importance of 
communicative transactions with his surroundings in the very constitution of Mannheim’s 
Bildungs-oriented project, notably in relation to students and colleagues, but also with publics more 
broadly defined, we researched the Jewish Umfeld of Mannheim’s work, focusing on a search for 
direct (or indirect) receptions of his work within the contested terrain of contemporaneous Jewish 
discourse. There is no evidence, however, of anything resembling Mannheim’s intense interactions 
with two Christian groupings, the Paul Tillich Circle in Frankfurt and the Moot in England (where 
he always participated, it should be noted, as unquestionably non-Christian). Nor have we found 
any evidence that Mannheim was challenged by Jewish publicists, who one might suppose to have 
been disturbed that he made no effort at all to carry on the scholarly and personal involvement in 
Jewish affairs that marked the career of his immediate predecessor in the Chair of Sociology at 
Frankfurt, Franz Oppenheimer. 

The Zionist publicist, Maybaum, is in fact highly favorable in his assessment of the book, 
although he is markedly selective in the segments he recombines in his account of its argument. 
First, however, he dismisses Mannheim’s concept of “total ideology” as an embodiment of what he 
considers to be Mannheim’s mistaken claims that all social knowledge is perspectival in structure 
and that consequently a “science of politics” must somehow mediate the ideological conflicts to 
generate a “synthesis” in the form of a shared realism, a corresponding moderation of conflict, and 
its transmutation into a negotiation of contrasting interests. Instead, Maybaum emphasizes the 
contrast between ideologies and utopias that Mannheim develops in portions of the three essays 
unsystematically joined in the book, notably in the essay on utopia that is located at the end, 
without in fact serving as the conclusion of a cumulative argument, as Mannheim himself notes. 
The unified plot that Maybaum imposes on Ideologie und Utopie, then, involves the difference 
between intellectuals trapped in backward-looking ideologies by ignorance, the psychology of 
interests, or manipulative design, and intellectuals possessing the energy and insight to define the 
world by utopias, which have the capacity to validate themselves in practice by energizing action  
to implement their visions. Maybaum’s sole criticism of the Mannheim he extracts and praises is 
that his review of utopias fails to recognize Messianism, where Maybaum would situate the 
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intellectuals of Zionism. We add two small points, to close this excursus. First, it should be noted 
that Mannheim’s “amplification” of his utopia concept in his 1930 course eliminated the ambiguity 
on which Maybaum’s reading rests: “utopia” now appears simply as a preliminary stage in the 
process of distantiation from unproblematic, “primitive” interpretations of experience. Second, on 
the other hand, it should be said that the positive assessment of the “mission” of intellectuals that 
Maybaum did share with Mannheim and that doubtless first attracted him to Ideologie und Utopie 
did not give way when most Zionist discourse after 1933 concentrated single-mindedly on 
“salvation through physical work and the accompanying disdain for pursuits requiring brain instead 
of brawn.” He warned “dejectedly” against the Zionist abandonment of Bildung, according to a 
historian of the Jewish publicistic in Nazi Germany [35].  

The important point arising out of the brief comparison between Maybaum’s and Katz’s 
relationships to the work of Karl Mannheim is that while Maybaum read Mannheim for political 
theses grounded in sociological interpretation, Katz dealt with Mannheim, above all, as teacher, 
very much in the sense of value-free social science. We have called attention to a surplus 
dimension, where Mannheim intended sociological studies also to provide orientation through self-
clarification, but it seems clear that this dimension mattered much more to Mannheim than to Katz, 
whose orientation was not problematical. There was a certain asymmetry in their shared 
enthusiasm for Katz’s project. 

6. The Cultured Elite in Mannheim’s Diagnosis of National Socialism 

Katz’s analysis offers us a vital new dimension for grasping Mannheim’s understanding of and 
response to the Nazi regime,—specifically, it leads us to find Mannheim’s self-awareness of his 
position as assimilated Jew and his despair at the fate of this group embedded in the primary 
manifest level of his diagnosis of the structural pathology, not limited to Germany, and in his 
proposed therapeutic response. The destruction of the Bildungselite is the more inclusive frame of 
reference, as the destruction of the labor movement was for Socialist emigrants. 

In 1933, even before he arrived in London, his ultimate place of exile, Karl Mannheim 
approached the Paris office of the Rockefeller Foundation with a project proposal. He requested the 
extraordinary sum of $50,000 (five times as much as the Foundation awarded Alfred Weber for ten 
volumes of detailed economic research) to bring together a team of exiled social scientists and his 
best Frankfurt students in order to study “The Sociological Causes of the Cultural Crisis in the Era 
of Mass-Democracies and Autarchies.” For the interdisciplinary senior staff, Mannheim proposed 
the psychologist Theodor Reik, the social historian Alfred von Martin, the political scientist 
Sigmund Neumann, and the legal sociologist, Franz L. Neumann. Mannheim also asked for five 
“young social scientists,” as well as two “observers” in Germany and Russia. Another source adds 
Ernest K. Bramstead, Norbert Elias, W. Falk, Hans Gerth, Svend Riemer, and Albert Salomon—all 
but one former Mannheim students--presumably to fill the junior roles [36]. 

“The urgent occasion for study,” he writes to the Rockefeller Foundation, is the conjunction 
between an “era of the most highly perfected technical rationalization and planning” and social-
political forces that will, if unchecked, “lead to the dissolution of all forms of culture and a 
universal reversion to barbarism.” His “sociological investigation into the social conditions for the 
growth and existence of ‘culture’ “is designed to uncover “the clue to the remedial measures 
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needed” to direct the un-avertable shift to the planning of culture not “according to the 
preconceived patterns of the various political groups” but according to knowledge capable of 
halting the abandonment of the “common Christian-humanitarian basis of Western society.” The 
central analytical figures are the distinctions between unplanned and planned sectors of society and 
the correlate conceptions of elite and mass; and Mannheim's leading idea, as in his subsequent 
published writings, is that developments in the unplanned sector have led to destructive changes in 
the function of liberal non-intervention, undermining the structured reproduction of cultural elites 
and their publics in favor of a vicious symbiosis of leaders and masses. What emerges perhaps 
more clearly here than in some of Mannheim's later writings is that his distinctive contribution to 
the widespread confident advocacy of planning was intended to be the planned reconstitution of an 
intellectual elite dedicated to high culture, albeit democratic in recruitment. The research aims to 
integrate historical, comparative, and empirical studies of social mechanisms of elite (de)formation, 
with the sociologist functioning as coordinator of an interdisciplinary team. 

Notwithstanding Mannheim’s historically and instrumentally apt qualification of the foundational 
culture as both humanitarian (sic) and Christian, the sociological focus on the disintegration and 
eventual restoration of what Katz had called the Bildungselite indicates to us that we have found 
the locus of Mannheim’s treatment of what we want to circumscribe as his Jewish problem, the 
problem of the assimilated Jews whose social status and activity are constituted by their place in 
that socially transcendent location, namely their identification with the freischwebende Intelligenz 
which forms the most dynamic and innovative element in the more broadly defined cultivated 
segment of society. In a treatise written in 1924 as he was preparing to move from philosophy to 
sociology, Mannheim offers a theoretical account of the formation of the Bildungskultur and the 
range of possibilities that it opens to such socially unattached social existences as impoverished 
gentry and the Jewish element for comparatively liberal choice in the political or cultural 
tendencies they make their own [37]. The “crisis of culture,” we maintain, was signaled for 
Mannheim not least by the anti-Semitic assaults against assimilated Jews, notably their exclusion 
from the cultural sphere that had been Mannheim’s own home in Germany. 

The pain of this exclusion can be gauged from a somewhat dramatic statement he made at the 
time of his first arrival there, as exile from Hungary:  

At this time–and perhaps it will some day be different—I am interested above all in the lives of those 
to whom I belong. We, the multitude spread all over the world, are the only international rootless 
scatterings without ground under our feet, we who write and read books and who are one-sidedly 
interested, in writing and reading, in the spirit alone. …. Cultivation, true humanism, forms men into 
a new kind of stratum, cutting across the economic and other sociological classifications. Cultivation 
also shapes the most spontaneous forms of life and transports man into an isolated world 
incomprehensible to others. While the cultures of China and India created an externally visible caste 
for these people, our isolation is sometimes hidden from view, since the stratum does not possess such 
an unambiguous mark of recognition. 

When I think about the general and mistaken beliefs that are a consequence of not having such a 
mark, it always amazes me how much closer I am to those who participate in this cultivated 
humanism and how much closer they are to me than they or I are to those who share their nationality 
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but are an altogether different kind of people. I respect their efforts (and time may eventually grant 
meaning to their strivings), but I simultaneously scorn the lies of those who, under national or racial 
catchphrases or the slogan of class struggle, want to fulfill the romantic dream that they are at one 
with the race or class that they programmatically represent [38]. 

7. Mannheim and the “Jewish Sect.” 

If this is indeed the solution to the riddle of Mannheim’s seeming total indifference to the 
situation of Jews in Germany notwithstanding his non-denial of his own identity and the 
methodological grounding of his thought on the moment of self-reflection, it yields a result that is 
unsatisfactory in a number of basic respects. First, it is an awareness devoid of any solidarity with 
Jews who have nothing to do with the Bildungselite, perhaps even orthodox Jews like Katz, not to 
speak of the numberless poor of the East. Second, there is no acknowledgment of the enormous 
violence against Jews, which is shocking even if we recognize that Mannheim died before the 
implications of the mass murders condensed into concepts of Shoah and Holocaust. 

Before addressing these profound limitations, however, it is necessary to address the paradox in 
our thesis, which is that we impute a central concern with a vital Jewish theme to a thinker who did 
not himself refer to the supposed Jewish dimension of either the emergence (except in passing) or 
the terminal crisis of the cultural elite, which encompassed the intellectuals with whom he 
identified himself. Jacob Katz’s exposition of the assimilationist ideology offers an explanation of 
the paradox, especially through his recognition of the “functional” or what might also be identified 
as the rhetorical dimension of this pattern of thought. If Mannheim was convinced that the 
effectiveness and perhaps the existence of the assimilated Jew depended on the vitality of a social-
cultural space where the difference between Jew and Christian did not count, then he could 
reasonably conclude that it would be impossible to contribute to its reconstitution by speaking as a 
Jew, at least in a historical setting in which all the talk of inter-religious unity had become 
transparently empty, as was true at the latest since the First World War. 

It should perhaps be emphasized once more that we consider the class of assimilated Jews of 
interest to Katz and of relevance in understanding Mannheim to be a bounded social formation 
rather than a moment in a continuous movement towards denial of Jewish origins or ethnic ties. 
Karl Mannheim is an altogether different case than the noted philosopher, Karl Popper, who 
rejected all links to a Jewish legacy in any sense [39]. Mannheim was always, as Nina Rubinstein 
recalled in old age, “a guter Jud,” in the eyes of his students. We have explored the methodological 
problems associated with such bounded formations, constituted and reconstituted by processes of 
negotiation elsewhere, notably in the context of exile studies [40]. 

Mannheim’s main design in Weimar Germany was to make the academic discipline of 
sociology a place open to intellectuals in his sense, which clearly included the assimilated Jews of 
his generation. Sociology, moreover, was to play a critical role in repairing threatening breaches in 
the civil fabric of society, notably by contributing to the political education needed to undergird the 
republican constitution. In brief, it was the new Bildung [41]. Mannheim’s distinctive conception of 
sociology as the framework for a new Bildungselite and as an agency for the reconstitution of both 
civil society and an organon for a saving political knowledge is put in a curious light by the ironic 
label of a “Jewish sect” attached to sociology by his predecessor at Frankfurt, Franz Oppenheimer. 
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A positivist in his conception of the discipline and a dedicated Zionist in his politics, Oppenheimer 
frequently wrote in Jewish publications on the sociology of anti-Semitism and similar themes [42]. 
Like many Zionist writers of the time, Oppenheimer agreed with anti-Semites about the hatefulness 
of many Jewish characteristics, but insisted that these had to be explained by the oppression and 
restrictions under which they were forced to live in the diaspora. In any case, he had a far different 
conception of both the discipline and Jewishness, and he did not respond to the state of the question 
as we recognize it with the help of Katz. 

Like Mannheim, the literary critic and philosophical writer, Erich Kahler, similarly placed 
problems of German Bildung at the center of his diagnosis of and therapeutic response to the 
“cultural crisis,” but he had no reservations about speaking as a Jew of a kind. In a book that 
infuriated the Nazis when they came to power and led to Kahler’s exile in 1933, Israel unter den 
Völkern, he gave the mission of saving German culture to Jewish men of culture. This is not the 
place to relate this curious twist to our thesis about assimilation, but it would not be hard to show 
Kahler’s strategy to be a variant on the general project of reconstituting a neutralized cultural  
site [43]. 

Mannheim’s closest approach to an express identification with Jews in a published work gains 
this character only by the context in which it appeared. Writing in Hungarian in 1924, Mannheim 
claimed for himself a place in the principled political emigration from Horthy’s authoritarian 
regime, asserting an elite function for that segment among those that fled. What is interesting from 
the present point of view is that the editor of the émigré publication, Samu Fényes, claimed that it 
was “das Judentum” that had first crystallized the concept of “humanity,” which is the hallmark of 
the “most perfect patriot” who serves as model for the publication, Diogenes [44]. It is interesting 
both that Fényes should have considered Mannheim a kindred spirit and that Mannheim should 
have published there, at a time when he was simultaneously having to validate himself at 
Heidelberg, against hostile anti-Semitic official attitudes, as an unpolitical German scholar. 

Mannheim’s opponents in German academic life included figures like the noted literary scholar, 
Robert Curtius, who were not the most rabid anti-Semites, but who expressly criticized the 
openness to Jews that Mannheim’s sociological project entailed. They saw a link between his 
version of sociology and his Jewish identity. His main competitor within the profession in 
Germany, Leopold von Wiese, a sociologist celebrated by many American sociologists at the time, 
wrote an obituary for Mannheim after his death in 1946 in which he remembered a conflict 
between them about the meaning of freedom. He concluded that Mannheim’s idea of freedom 
culminated in rule of the “clever” and that it would be alien to someone “whose parents did not 
come from the ghetto [45].” Speaking for sociology in Mannheim’s sense amounted to speaking as a 
Jew, at least in the mind of his non-Jewish contemporaries. 

The rhetorical context was even more difficult in England, at least on Mannheim’s reading, 
since his conception of the Bildungselite required that it had to validate itself by its responsiveness 
to crisis, by its dynamic leadership, conditions that were not in his view met by the “smug” British 
publics that did in fact, we might note, offer a secure and influential home—or at least 
institutionalized routes of access—for English Jews of different degrees of assimilation, from 
whose influential centers Mannheim himself had, in any case, evidently suffered some rebuffs. 
After several failed efforts in social science circles, Mannheim found what he considered to be a 
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promising setting in an expressly Christian group and among conservative cultural critics like T.S. 
Eliot, who spoke in terms of a Christian culture, while patronizing non-Christians like Mannheim 
himself and his close friend, Adolph Lowe. He could keep his distance from their religious 
convictions by emphasizing his status as both emigrant and sociologist, but he could not hope to 
address the relations between the cultural order they promoted and the fate of assimilated Jews, let 
alone the persecution and destruction of Jews in general, except as a symptom of the “crisis.” 

It is our argument in brief that Mannheim’s silence on Jewish questions is to be explained by the 
priority he assigned to what he saw as a “crisis of liberalism” to be countered by a Bildung in the 
guise of a sociologically informed “political education,” and that this complex project, combined in 
what he took to be the mission of sociology both before and after his expulsion from Germany, also 
comprehended what he took to be his own Jewish question. We would contend, moreover, that 
understanding this as an assimilationist ideology, in Katz’s terms, does not in itself deny 
Mannheim’s thinking important cognitive worth, as we have tried to show in numerous 
publications. On the subtle relations between ideological perspectives and social knowledge, we 
side with Mannheim’s claim that there may be interdependence as well as mutual contradiction, 
depending on the structure of the ideology and the historical context to which it is applied. And in 
this, we side as well, of course, with Jacob Katz, who never questioned that in Mannheim he had 
found “the person from whom I had most to learn.” 

8. Mannheim’s Silence 

Yet once the discussion turns to evaluation, we are confronted with the “limitations” noted 
above, which may be deemed ethical or cognitive, but in any case belong to the moral philosophy 
of knowledge. Whatever the theoretical perspective, how is it possible to address the largest 
questions of social explanation and diagnosis without some express attention to a whole population 
hunted to misery and death? Even Max Weber’s conception of value-free social science always 
provided expressly that the selection of questions to be addressed by science may be subjected to 
ethical judgment. Solidarity is not an irrelevant demand. Yet the most familiar habitus of that term 
suggests a far more prominent parallel case, the reluctance of socialist analysts of all varieties not 
expressly identified as Jewish to jeopardize their capacity to speak for and to the working class 
movement by focusing on the fate of Jews, except insofar as they could be subsumed under an 
analysis of the proletarian situation. A friendly rival of Mannheim in the Weimar years on 
questions of both sociology and Bildung, Albert Salomon, broke with exile socialists on these 
grounds; while Mannheim’s sometime student, Franz L. Neumann, on the other hand, remonstrated 
with Max Horkheimer when the Institute of Social Research decided, for a number of reasons, to 
invest great intellectual efforts in the study of ant-Semitism, maintaining that he had himself 
written a whole book on National Socialism without more than incidental mention of anti-Semitism 
and that the proposed new focus risked an abandonment of their socialist theory. 

Some recent scholarship suggests that Neumann’s fears were not altogether unjustified, but also 
that the problem of accounting for the new emphasis in the work of Horkheimer and Adorno is too 
complex to incorporate in the present study. We would suggest, however, that the considerations 
we develop in the case of Mannheim also have a bearing on the work of his rather scornful 
intellectual opponents, operating in a very different context. The subsumption of the horrors in 
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German Europe under the rather bland heading of anti-Semitism, as it had been the domestic target 
of American Jewish investigation and mobilization for years, and as it still framed the inquiries 
pursued by the Institute for Social Research, raises a number of similar questions about the virtual 
neglect of key happenings affecting the great mass of European Jews. At present, we are  
only calling attention to Neumann’s objections, stated, at least implicitly, in terms of solidarity  
with the working class movement. Horkheimer and Adorno did not so much oppose it; they lost 
interest [46]. 

In both the socialist and liberal cases (as we may label Mannheim’s project), the scientific work 
was meant simultaneously to perform a rhetorical function, to produce and reproduce the cultural 
structures they consider decisive—a working-class movement in the one case and a Bildungselite in 
the other. In both cases, the functional designs precluded a response to other considerations. The 
parallel does not resolve the problem, but it puts it in a larger more complex problem context, 
which cannot be explored here. 

We come finally to the question that cannot be avoided by anyone living today, Mannheim’s 
manifest failure to take notice of the mass destruction of European Jews. By 1943, when he 
published Diagnosis of our Time, much was already known. The photographs of old Jews 
scrubbing streets in Vienna in 1938 or the detailed reports of November 9, 1938 in Germany should 
have sent sufficient signals even in 1940, when he published Man and Society in an Age of 
Reconstruction. When we confront this extraordinary omission, however, we must recognize that 
Mannheim simply never confronted physical violence at any level of his studies. It was a blind 
spot, perhaps related to his profoundly constructive project of a humane but regulated society, 
based on strategic controls and compromise. Violence, amazingly, was not interesting. In that 
sense, notwithstanding what may be called the constitutional-political character of his whole 
approach, he was a profoundly unpolitical thinker, the very antithesis of another old critic of his, 
Hannah Arendt [47]. It may be argued that to confront Mannheim in the 1940s with the question of 
the Holocaust is anachronistic not in the sense that the news about the mass murders of Jews was 
not known, but in the sense that at the time of his death, as has been shown through detail studies 
of historians by Nicolas Berg and through a sociological overview by Jeffrey C. Alexander a year 
earlier, the events were almost universally construed as “atrocities” and “war crimes,” like other 
atrocities and war crimes of the regime, not as an integral event of unique character and ontological 
evil [48]. Yet that possible historical qualification does not affect Mannheim’s larger blindness to 
violence against Jews, not to speak of the question why it was Arendt not Mannheim who saw the 
graver possibilities. So our criticism of Mannheim’s one-sidedness stands. 

9. The Jewish Question in American Social Science 

That the interconnection between the effort to renew a socio-cultural space where assimilation is 
possible and the avoidance of Jewish questions in the work of Karl Mannheim and other Jewish 
intellectuals of his Weimar generation can be elucidated with the help of Jacob Katz’s conception 
of a functional assimilationist ideology invites consideration of other situations that may also be 
clarified by this approach. An interesting parallel phenomenon is the role of Jewish intellectuals in 
the de-Christianizing of American academic culture with the help of a celebratory ideology of 
science. It is the merit of David A. Hollinger’s work that he highlights, first, the extent to which the 
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idea of a Christian culture continued to dominate American university life well into the twentieth 
century, second, the idea of a conjunction between science and democracy as prime vehicle of the 
largely successful attack on the hegemony of this conception, and, third, the vital role played by 
Jewish intellectuals in promoting this ideology of science, even where the element of myth-making 
is fairly patent, as in the elevation of Justice Holmes to an iconic role [49]. An elective affinity 
between the Weimar and American projects, notwithstanding the shattering difference between the 
tragic defeat of the one and the triumph of the other, is suggested by Hollinger’s selection of 
Robert K. Merton, a sociologist who revealed his Jewish antecedents fairly late in his career, as a 
paradigmatic figure of the American project, since Merton was also the most influential American 
interpreter of Mannheim during the 1930s and 1940s. In that interpretation, however, Merton 
shifted the reading of Mannheim from the focus on sociology as a form of the intellectual’s world to 
a concern with sociology as science. We are arguably confronted with simply a different mode of 
the functional ideology of assimilation. 

Introducing the question of an American comparison, frees the consideration of the German case 
from the claustrophobia of the endless debate about the supposed German-Jewish symbiosis. If 
Katz’s theory of assimilation is freed from the notion of irreversible stadial development, which 
displaced what we provisionally called a “phenomenological” reading of his theses, it will appear 
that the need to produce and reproduce the “neutralized” social space essential to assimilation is a 
recurrent one, and that there is no cumulative or “progressive” development of Jewish intellectuals’ 
awareness from assimilation to national consciousness—nor a necessary decline to self-hatred and 
self-denial. Without unusual philosophic gestures, then, it may prove that Katz’s findings about 
assimilation in the eighteenth century are revealing not only about his teacher, Karl Mannheim, but 
also about Jewish intellectuals in various Western settings. 
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Abstract: This paper has two central aims: First, to reappraise Isaiah Berlin’s political 
thought in a historically contextualized way, and in particular: to pay attention to a 
central conceptual tensions which animates it between, on the one hand, his famous 
definition of liberalism as resting on a negative concept of liberty and, on the other, his 
defense of cultural nationalism in general and Zionism in particular. Second, to see 
what do we gain and what do we lose by dubbing his philosophy Jewish. The 
discussion will proceed as follows: after describing the conceptual tension (Section 1), I 
will examine Berlin’s discussion of nationalism and explain why comparisons between 
him and Hans Kohn as well as communitarian interpretations of him are incomplete and 
have limited merit. I will continue with a brief discussion of Berlin’s Jewishness and 
Zionism (Section 3) and explain why I define this position “Diaspora Zionism”. The 
two concluding sections will discuss Berlin’s place within a larger Cold War liberal 
discourse (Section 5) and why I find it problematic to see his political writings as part 
of a Jewish political tradition (Section 6). 
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1. Introduction 

“No man is an Iland, intire of it selfe; every man is a peece of the Continent, a part of the 
maine.” So, at least, asserted the seventeenth-century English metaphysical poet John Donne in one 
of his most famous meditations, giving birth to a metaphor numerous subsequent authors and 
commentators have not tired of citing. At least one inhabitant of the British isle, Sir Isaiah Berlin 
(1909–1997), must have agreed full heartedly with Donne: “I am a social being in a deeper sense 
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than that of interaction with others,” Berlin wrote in his seminal essay “Two Concepts of Liberty” 
(1958). “I am not disembodied reason. Nor am I Robinson Crusoe, alone upon his island.” What I, 
the island, really am, Berlin asserted, has much to do with my relation to the continent or other 
islands in the archipelago:  

For am I not what I am, to some degree, in virtue of what others think and feel me to be? When I ask 
myself what I am, and answer: an Englishman, a Chinese, a merchant, a man of no importance, a 
millionaire, a convict—I find upon analysis that to possess these attributes entails being recognized as 
belonging to a particular group or class by other persons in my society, and that this recognition is 
part of the meaning of most of the terms that denote some of my most personal and permanent 
characteristics. […] It is not only that my material life depends upon interaction with other men, or 
that I am what I am as a result of social forces, but that some, perhaps all, of my ideas about myself, 
in particular my sense of my own moral and social identity, are intelligible only in terms of the social 
network in which I am (the metaphor must not be pressed too far) an element [1]. 

Being “me” and being with others need not become polarized. What I am is intimately tied to 
the larger collective I see myself as part of. Moreover, Berlin added: the lack of thereof, the feeling 
of islandish insulation and isolation, the sense I lack proper recognition from others is what 
prompts me to complain of lack of freedom. Put otherwise, as much as we are free agents, the very 
way we ascribe meaning to our identity and our sense of freedom depends on our interaction with 
others, not on what eighteenth century moralists called “moral sentiments” and capacity to be 
empathic towards others, but on a more prosaic fact: that we must have an audience and 
interlocutors, for without it vita contemplativa becomes an asylum, and without an audience and a 
reference group, without this daily interactive experience with others, we would never be able to 
transcend our alienating individualistic isolation. 

“Two Concepts of Liberty,” originally delivered as Berlin’s inaugural lecture as Chichele 
professor in social and political theory at Oxford University, enjoyed a remarkably rapid process of 
canonization. Not long after its publication it came to be considered a landmark text in liberal 
thought, generating ever since a mass industry of commentary and interpretation, and, one might 
add, an interesting mixture of praise and condemnation. Criticizing excessive individualism, 
needless to say, was not the kernel of Berlin’s essay. Its two main tasks were to come up with a 
more precise definition of the term liberty and, secondly, to do so by formulating a conceptual 
dichotomy separating a positive (and potentially totalitarian) understanding of freedom from a 
negative (liberal and humane) understanding of the same concept. On the face of it, Berlin’s task 
was to apply the tools of analytic philosophy on a key concept in political thought, notorious for 
embracing the utmost heterogeneity of meanings. In a way, one may argue, the essay emerged from 
Berlin’s deep “philosophical” concern about improper usage of language. And indeed, much of 
Berlin’s effort becomes easier to understand when we take into consideration the fact he began his 
academic career as an analytic philosopher of language. Like many others (including Quentin 
Skinner and other members of the Cambridge School of intellectual history who criticized Berlin 
for being a sloppy in his methods as historian of ideas), Berlin admired the work of John L. Austin, 
who posed the same question—How to Do Things With Words?—in the title of his most influential 
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work, showing that “performative utterances” are, in fact, types of acts and that they operate, in a 
sense, in the world [2]. 

Yet, to elucidate the meaning of such heavily charged words as liberty, cannot be seen a 
politically “neutral” act, for the analysis reveals itself as a critique of ideologies. To understand, 
like Karl Manhheim did in Ideology and Utopia, that “the same word, or the same concept in most 
cases, means very different things when used by differently situated person,” is one thing [3]. To 
show that one party holds the truthful definition of the word, while the other party abuses and 
distorts it, is already something else. And what Berlin sought to do was exactly this: to differentiate 
what he considered to be the “correct”—i.e., liberal—understanding of the word liberty from the 
way it was, in his opinion, misunderstood, misused and eventually abused by Nazi and Soviet 
regimes. This, he made it clear, was not divorced from the realities of his day. Showing what we do 
with the word liberty allowed him to address the charged ideological landscape of his own time and 
place. Unsurprisingly, it automatically made “Two Concepts” also into a statement of Cold War 
Liberalism. Leo Strauss, for instance, recognized it instantaneously. “Berlin’s comprehensive 
formula,” he wrote, “is very helpful for a political purpose—for the purpose of an anti-communist 
manifesto designed to rally all anti-communists [4].” More dismissive, Ernst Gellner had an even 
harsher verdict: Berlin, he was reported saying, was nothing but “The C.I.A’s J. S. Mill [5].” 

And indeed, in retrospect it is a hard not to see “Two Concepts” as an essay heavily shaped by 
ideological concerns of the day. But if so, why was it important for Berlin to criticize excessive 
individualism in this context? Negative liberty, he argued in the same essay, requires certain 
“frontiers,” separating the private sphere from the public one, and assumes the existence of 
demarcation that secures a secluded space “within which men should be inviolable.” Why at the 
very same time did he want to dissociate freedom from that isolated, “island” mentality in which 
the wants, needs and freedoms of the individual are placed ahead of a sense of social belonging? 
This question has grave implications about our understanding of Berlin’s political philosophy in 
particular and liberal thought in general. Given the fact individualism, that “symbolic catchword of 
immense ideological significance,” as Steven Lukes called it [6], was so often seen as the 
organizing principle of Liberalism, it is quite surprising to find one of the foundational texts of 
twentieth century liberal thought containing such a fierce rebuff of that feature of modernity. 
Berlin’s critique of individual-centered Liberalism demands us to put the conventional reading of 
Berlin under scrutiny. All too often he is identified as belonging to a group of Cold War refugee 
liberals who were highly skeptical of any form of collectivism, considered it highly susceptible to 
authoritarian abuses, and who, as a general rule, preferred to think of society as the outcome of 
individual projects. If that is indeed the case, why was he insisting that we must go beyond 
individualism, that liberal political theory should acknowledge humans’ need for association, 
fraternity, and communal solidarity? And why at the time when nationalism was seen by virtually 
all leading Cold War liberals as a menace and as the mirror opposite of Liberalism was he 
defending the politics of recognition and an idea of nationality that seemed as mirror opposite of all 
that a true enlightened liberal should cherish? Was Berlin simply impossibly inconsistent? Or 
should we, alternatively, come up with a more nuanced and rich re-appreciation of Cold War 
Liberalism in general, and the role of Jewish intellectuals in it in particular? 
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These seemingly abstract, theoretical questions were inherently tied with Berlin’s personal life 
story and particular secular and quintessentially national sense of Jewishness. In his later writings 
and interviews Berlin talked about his Jewishness more freely, revealing an even more surprising 
reliance on ethno-national language and metaphors. “When I go to Israel I feel free, I do not feel 
that I am in a foreign country,” he told Ramin Jahanbegloo. “In Israel I don’t particularly feel a 
Jew, but in England I do. I am neither proud nor ashamed of being good Jew. I am as I am, good or 
bad. Some people have dark hair, others have blonde hair, some people are Jews as some people 
are Welsh. For me being a Jew is like having two hands, two feet, to be what one is. Israel is a 
country where I have a natural affinity with the inhabitants [7].” How could it be, asks historian 
Pierre Birnbaum, that Berlin found such “naturalist, essentialist conception of Judaism, Herder-like 
to an extreme that almost seems to fall into the category of biological” what is Liberalism [8]? 
Birnbaum was not reading between the lines. Karl Popper was equally bewildered after Berlin 
wrote to him in February 1966 that he “want[s] to claim Herder as pioneer of anti-behaviorist anti-
fideist naturalist value/fact distinction [9].” Berlin did exactly this in his essays on Vico and Herder 
and Popper could not understand why his Oxford colleague would take that dark road which takes 
him away from the universalistic vision of a rational Open Society he considered the presiding 
spirit of Liberalism. Berlin made his references to Herder, to be sure, not only quite explicit, and 
drew a clear line connecting Jewish nationalism with the father of volksgeist:  

I think that it is true to say that there are certain basic needs, for example—for food, shelter, security 
and, if we accept Herder, for belonging to a group of one's own—which anyone qualifying for the 
description of human being must be held to possess. These are only the most basic properties; one 
might be able to add the need for a certain minimum of liberty, for the opportunity to pursue 
happiness or the realization of one’s potentialities for self-expression, for creation (however 
elementary), for love, for worship (as religious thinkers have maintained), for communication, and for 
some means of conceiving and describing themselves, perhaps in highly symbolic and mythological 
forms, their own relationship to the environment—natural and human—in which they live [10]. 

If that is the case, was Berlin indeed a herald of Liberalism and of the free choice of individuals 
or an ethno-nationalist apologist in disguise? To be sure, anyone trying to reconcile Berlin’s 
negative-freedom-based Liberalism with his identitarian claim and writings in defense of nationalism 
is bound to face some grave conceptual tensions. A number of interpreters and political philosophers 
identified this tension, but only a few tackled it head-on [11]. Their writings on Berlin allowed 
them to address more general normative questions such as whether one can reconcile liberal 
freedoms with the value of national belonging and national self-determination, and whether 
pluralism and cultural nationalism are compatible or mutually exclusive and more. Some even 
hinted, directly or indirectly, that understanding what liberal nationalism is has clear implications 
for anyone searching for an imaginative but not utopian normative horizon that may help the state 
of Israel confront its internal challenges. Predictably, because in a majority of cases these 
interpretations were dominated by normative considerations they encouraged readers to think about 
Berlin’s thought in a rather decontextualized way. 

I have no intentions of going down that alley. The interpretive role of the intellectual historian, I 
believe, is neither to address today’s quandaries nor to rescue lost authorial consistency from a 
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thinker whose ideas seem puzzlingly erratic. We need to identify the nodal points of friction and 
cracks that make Berlin’s philosophy less consistent yet also more complex than previously 
assumed, and our main effort should not be directed at attempting to solve them. What we need is 
to explain historically how these tensions came into being and how Berlin’s texts were, in fact, 
responses to these predicaments and dilemmas. To reiterate: precisely because the aim of this essay 
is to reassess conceptual tensions and understand them against their historical background, I find it 
vital to emphasize what this essay shall not do: It will not try unearthing a well-hidden key idea 
that, if only brought to light, would make Berlin’s philosophy seem surprisingly systematic and 
consistent all of a sudden, and it will not use Berlin as a jumping point to raise a general normative 
and political debate about the merits and possibility of liberal nationalism in general or liberal 
Zionism in particular. What this essay calls for is, first, an understanding of Berlin in his own terms 
and, second, a more historically-grounded understanding of the inner tensions which characterize 
his of writings. 

A long answer to the questions raised above requires us to examine Berlin's intellectual 
biography and to see the way in which these conceptual tensions emerged and developed over time. 
This was done by me elsewhere and will be not repeated here [12]. To examine chronologically the 
intricate relationship between “life” and “thought,” however, is not the only way in which one can 
address these questions. A shorter, concise answer to some of the above questions can be offered if 
we put the theoretical tensions and cracks at the center of our discussion. I will do so by 
introducing and elucidating one of the conceptual tensions (but not necessarily the only) I find 
central to Berlin’s thought: the relationship between his conceptions of freedom and Jewish 
nationality, culminating in what I call Diaspora Zionism. It should be clarified that Diaspora 
Zionism, is not a term used by Berlin himself but a concept I coined in order to interpret his 
position. It is, in other words, a hermeneutic device as well as a descriptive category I employ 
when contextualizing Berlin’s thought. And, as any term “imported” into and “imposed” on Berlin, 
it calls for scrutiny. 

Our discussion will proceed as follows: we shall examine some of Berlin’s views on nationality/ism 
and explain why comparisons between him and Hans Kohn as well as communitarian interpretations 
of him are incomplete and have limited merit (Section 2). We shall continue with a brief discussion 
of Berlin’s Jewishness and Zionism (Section 3) and explore the links which tie his conception of 
freedom to his Diaspora Zionism (Section 4). The two concluding sections will discuss Berlin’s 
place within a larger Cold War liberal discourse that was described as “negative Liberalism” or 
“Liberalism of Fear” (Section 5) and why I find it problematic to see his political writings as part 
of a Jewish political tradition (Section 6). 

Together, these will allow me to also to address a more general question which the title of this 
paper alludes to, namely what is Jewish (if anything) about this kind of political philosophy? Here 
again, we can offer a long and short answer. The short answer would be: nothing. It would be 
wrong and misleading to label Berlin’s philosophy “Jewish” or “Hebraic,” and it would be quite 
difficult to place in what recent authors describe as a “Jewish political tradition.” In the concluding 
Section I will give the reasons why. At the very same time, I argue, we cannot ignore Berlin’s 
Jewishness. It was for him a major (although not the only) generator of predicaments that, 
eventually, were addressed through text and theory. 
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2. Nationality/Nationalism: Good, Bad or Ugly?  

One of the most striking features of the way in which Western Europe re-invented itself after the 
two catastrophic total wars is the way in which it shed a legacy of strong statism and replaced  
blood-thirsty nationalistic chauvinism with more-or-less pacifist politics of conscious animated  
by a spirit of collaboration, striving towards a peaceful, federalist unification. West Germany  
was the epitome of that transformation. As Konard Adenauer declared in 1952: “The people must 
be given a new ideology. It can only be a European one [13].” A superficial, bird’s-eye-view  
of that remarkable transformation is bound to raise the question which historian James Sheehan 
asked in his recent book—where have all the soldiers gone [14]? Away with the chauvinistic 
rhetoric of national glory, and goodbye to the military parades, welcome nonviolent commercial 
competitiveness and guilt-ridden moralität. 

Yet, as much as the rhetoric changed, practices and foundational ideas remained active. Next to 
and inseparable from the rise of a European “civilian state,” Sheehan reminds us, there was also a 
not less remarkable decolonization process during which, between 1940 and 1980, more than 
eighty of the European power’s overseas possessions—inhabited by about 40% of the world’s 
population—became independent states [15]. Nor was the Wilsonian principle of self-determination 
abandoned. The presumption that there is an ineluctable link between peoples and nations 
remained, and still is, the governing principle of international politics. What could be a better 
illustration of this if not the formula “We the Peoples of the United Nations…” with which the 
preamble of the UN Charter (1945) opens [16]? Wouldn’t it be more accurate to suggest, then, that 
exactly because this was the fundamental mode of political argumentation accompanying the 
demise of Western colonialism, describing emancipation through a national prism and language 
was, in fact, never off the agenda? In the postwar world nationalism, thus, encapsulates a paradox. 
It signifies all that was pathological, zealous, abnormal about the European mind and led Europe to 
its abyss. At the same time, this was still the only genuine way in which political movements, 
seeking to gain support and international legitimation, could present their demands. 

Berlin recognized this paradox. “There is no need to emphasize the obvious fact that the great 
majority of the sovereign states represented at the Assembly of the United Nations today are 
actuated in a good deal of their behavior by strong nationalist passions, even more than their 
predecessors of the League of Nations,” he wrote in 1978 in “Nationalism: Past Neglect and 
Present Power,” his most famous essay on the subject [17]. Nationalism was, he argued, probably 
the strongest animating force in modern European history: what started with German and Italian 
strives for self-rule turned quickly into the dominant trend of European politics and by 1919—into 
a universal principle. It was a fantastic illustration of the power of ideas, he believed, the way in 
which an apparently abstract theory of sovereignty shaped maps, stirred wars, and changed the very 
way in which people think of themselves. Yet, this was hardly an essay of an apologist seeking the 
rehabilitate nationalism. Nationalism, Berlin stated, was “the elevation of the interests of the unity 
and self-determination of the nation to the status of the supreme value before which all other 
considerations must, if need be, yield.” What stirred nationalist movements was a “pathological 
inflammation of wounded national consciousness,” a sense of superiority and xenophobic hatred of 
others—whether these were internal minorities or neighboring nations [18]. On other occasions he 
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reiterated this denunciation: “Nationalism is an inflamed condition of national consciousness  
which can be, and on occasion has been, tolerant and peaceful,” he declared in 1991 [19]. What 
nationalism “simply means,” he explained to Ramin Jahanbegloo, is “that we say to ourselves that 
nobody is as good as we are, that we have a right to do certain things solely because we are 
Germans or Frenchmen [20].” This was not an idea Berlin developed at an old age or one which 
appears only in his strictly historical essays. “[N]ationalist, communist, authoritarian, and 
totalitarian creeds of our day,” he wrote in “Two Concepts”, are “[s]ocialized forms” of “the 
positive doctrine of liberation [21].” The ideology of nationalism rested on a far-fetched theory, 
which, like many other autocratic regimes, molested the idea of liberation, taking it way beyond 
any ethically justifiable standard. 

Nonetheless, this “positive,” intense “pathological inflammation,” Berlin insisted, should not be 
equated with the natural sense of collective fate and solidarity, from normal patriotism, and even 
from that modest sense of pride one derives from a sense of difference which distinguishes his 
social group from that of others. Nationalism, the bigoted and relatively recent ideology of severe 
and fanatical particularism, should be distinguished, in other words, from the everlasting need of 
humans to belong to collectives: 

The need to belong to an easily identifiable group had been regarded, at any rate since Aristotle, as a 
natural requirement on the part of human beings: families, clans, tribes, estates, social orders, classes, 
religious organizations, political parties, and finally nations and states, were historical forms of the 
fulfillment of this basic human need.[…] Common ancestry, common language, customs, traditions, 
memories, continuous occupancy of the same territory for a long period of time, were held to 
constitute a society [by all major European thinkers]. This kind of homogeneity emphasized the 
differences between one group and its neighbors, the existence of tribal, cultural or national solidarity, 
and with it, a sense of difference from, often accompanied by active dislike or contempt for, groups 
with different customs and different real or mythical origins; and so was accepted as both accounting 
for and justifying national statehood [22]. 

What makes the “need to belong” a central notion in Berlin’s political philosophy is the fact it 
stands at the point of intersection at which his visions of Liberalism and nationalism meet, 
rendering both more complex than they appear at first glance. And not less important: the 
distinction between nationalism and need to belong provided the theoretical kernel for Berlin’s 
diaspora Zionism. The following quote, taken from Berlin’s 1975 lecture entitled “The 
Achievement of Zionism,” exemplifies this: 

Nationalism often means the pathological condition of national consciousness when, for some reason, 
it becomes diseased and aggressive towards others. But in the Jewish case, all I mean is awareness of 
oneself as a community possessing certain internal bonds which are neither superior nor inferior but 
simply different in some respects from similar bonds which unite other nations. It does not preclude 
holding a large area of ideals in common with everyone else. This is the normal national 
consciousness defined by philosophers like Herder [23].  

Anyone familiar with Hans Kohn’s East/West dichotomy, contrasting the “illiberal, ethnic 
Eastern” nationalism with the “liberal, civic Western” forms of nationalism, can probably recognize 
the faint echoes of the famous typology in Berlin’s words. In his 1944 magnum opus, The Idea of 
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Nationalism, Kohn promoted a binary view of nationalism, famously arguing that “[w]hile Western 
nationalism was, in its origin, connected with the concepts of individual liberty and rational 
cosmopolitanism current in the eighteenth century, the later nationalism in Central and Eastern 
Europe and in Asia, early tended towards a contrary development [24].” It is hard to underestimate 
the impact this typology had on the subfield of nationalism studies [25]. Nor is the similarity with 
Berlin entirely coincidental: after all, like the anti-totalitarian Kohn, Berlin was also part of this 
Olympic gathering of intellectuals who treated nationality and nationalism, to use a witty remark 
by Ernst Gellner, as table wine, “- i.e., good for you if taken in moderation, but harmful if used in 
excess [26].” Kohn’s theories were informed, as Adi Gordon shows, by his own involvement with 
Zionism and personal life story, and, secondly, were conjoined with his apprehensive anti-
totalitarianism, culminating, eventually, in a rather unquestioning Americanophile type of Cold 
War Liberalism [27]. 

So maybe what explains the fact that Berlin provides us with so many different accounts of 
nationalism/nationality has to do with the fact he was thinking through a Kohnian prism about the 
problem of nationalism? David Miller, who sought to expound the apparent inconsistence of 
Berlin’s accounts of nationalism, considered the comparison to Kohn a possible “quick-fix 
solution” to the problem. For can we not rescue Berlin from accusations of theoretical sloppiness 
by arguing that although he never acknowledged it explicitly in none of his writings, Berlin was “in 
practice working with a distinction between ‘benign’ and ‘malign’ forms of nationalism, a 
distinction that runs roughly parallel to the more familiar distinctions between ‘Western’ and 
‘Eastern’ or ‘civic’ and ‘ethnic’ nationalism [28]”? Miller swiftly aborts this line of interpretation, 
and rightly so. For the Kohn-Berlin resemblance is, in fact, a rather superficial one. Kohn took his 
geographical distinction way too seriously, describing liberal nationalism as characteristic for the 
area west of the Rhine (the so-called “West” minus Germany), whereas ethno-nationalism ideology 
was typically found east of the same river. A proud yekke (German-Jew), Kohn tended to believe 
that the real source of the nationalist menace was the intellectual ground laid by mediocre members 
of eastern intelligentsia groups, coming from societies that were not fully modernized, and 
therefore ill-prepared and unsuited to receive and use properly the national ideas. Nowhere in 
Berlin’s writing do we find such a rigid geo-political demarcation. As an expert on Russia, and as 
someone who grew up in the multiethnic Riga, where German high-bourgeoisie culture was mixed 
with Russian imperial one, he could not accept such a simplistic mirror dichotomy. For Berlin there 
was sure a problem in the way Fichte and his German Idealist comrades thought of the national 
spirit, but Herder—a villain in Kohn’s eyes but one of Berlin’s heroes—wasn’t viewed by Berlin as 
a thinker of “the East,” but as a prophetic anti-Kantian Lutheran who, while spending his most 
productive years in the Baltic area, in Berlin’s hometown, came to understand the real value of 
diversity and pluralism. A book review, as well as few sporadic comments found in his letters, 
suggests that Berlin may have appreciated Kohn’s rhetorical abilities, but did not think highly of 
him as a theoretician [29]. The Kohnian distinction of east-ethnic and west-civic nationalism, in 
sum, could not be seen as parallel to the Berlinian distinction separating nationalism from the need 
to belong. 

Political scientists, and particularly those writing during the 1990s, at the height of the 
Liberalism versus communitarianism debate, thought to address the same conceptual tension using 
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this conceptual prism. For wasn’t Berlin, arguing that “who I am” cannot be defined in isolation 
from my class, ethnicity, religion or membership in tradition or community, doing the same thing 
communitarians were doing when arguing humans are social animals whose apparently “private” 
identity is "encumbered" by their social roles [30]? The best way to understand the peculiar way in 
which this Berlinian notion of “the need to belong” stands vis-à-vis his own notion of negative 
liberty is to think of it, as philosopher Axel Honneth put it, as an “unhealthy tension” between 
liberal and communitarian strands in Berlin’s thought:  

In a nutshell Berlin is simultaneously a wholehearted liberal and a wholehearted communitarian, 
without being aware of the instability to which this synthesis inevitably leads. […] Whereas the idea 
of negative freedom represents the epistemological consequence of the critique of rational monism, 
the idea of freedom as cultural belonging represents something like the normative precondition under 
which cultural pluralism can exist in a justified way [31]. 

Honneth was not the only one to read Berlin’s notion of the need to belong through a 
communitarian prism. Yael (“Yuli”) Tamir, one of Berlin’s last doctoral students, spoke of a 
“strange alliance” between Berlin the liberal and the Berlin who stressed the problematic nature of 
retaining one’s identity within the liberal framework. Tamir, in fact, considered her Doktorvater  
a forerunner of the later discussions that “gather under the banner of the ‘politics of identity’ or  
‘the politics of recognition’ [32].” In this sort of reading the great liberal becomes a critic of 
Rawlsian-inspired liberal individualism and social atomism, a strong believer that no man is an 
island and that liberals’ Achilles’ heel is their tendency to overlook the particular and the concrete 
in the name of the universal and the abstract. There is also a hermeneutic side, so-to-speak, to this 
notion of belonging. “When men complain of loneliness,” Berlin argued in his autobiographical 
essay “The Three Strands in My Life,” 

what they mean is that nobody understands what they are saying: to be understood is to share a 
common past, common feelings and language, common assumptions, the possibility of intimate 
communication—in short, to share common forms of life. This is an essential human need: to deny  
it is a dangerous fallacy. To be cut off from one’s familiar environment is to be condemned to  
wither [33]. 

There is more than a grain of truth to these interpretations. The trouble with these communitarian 
readings of Berlin, nonetheless, is that they impose on him a vocabulary, theoretical framework, 
concepts and sensibilities that were not available to him at the time he was formulating his own 
ideas. “I fear that being about to reach the age of 80…I doubt if I shall ever turn into a 
communitarian,” he told Beata Polanowska-Sygulska in 1989. “I don't think I am an isolated island, 
but I think that relationships in an archipelago are more human and morally and politically 
preferable to coral reefs with little organisms squeezed all together [34].” To understand these 
naturalistic metaphors, the recourse to Herderian notions of organic “natural” collectivity, and the 
selective embracement of volkish discourse, Berlin should be read, I believe, as a thinker standing 
astride a fault line that in itself developed historically during the 1930s and 40s, a fault line which 
separated Zionism from Liberalism. With one leg rooted in each political tradition, Berlin was 
motivated to philosophize politically precisely because the combination generated a dilemma; and 
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when this dilemma, I argue, is contextualized historically, what is “Jewish” about Berlin’s 
philosophy becomes much clearer. 

3. Jewish Normalization and Its Discontents 

It is hard to pinpoint, however, a specific moment or event that pushed Berlin closer to Zionism. 
He was brought up in a family of Zionist sympathizers (his first childhood memory was of the 
wedding of his aunt Evgenia to Yitzhak Sadeh, the future architect of the Palmach) [35], and 
Berlin always assumed there was an obvious connection between his East-European-Jewish 
background and his decision to support this form of nationalism [36]. The fact Berlin also had the 
Hassidic blueblood running through his veins, being a direct descended from the Schneerson 
dynasty whose sons led the Habad movement, also had some impact. Not because it pushed him 
towards religiosity of any sort—quite on the contrary—but because it implanted in him a strong 
feeling of close kinship which he admitted having only occasionally, in intimate circles. As 
Berlin’s father’s memoirs evidently demonstrate, at Berlin’s household traditional, observant Jewry 
was not far away from the bourgeois house’s doorstep, and being un-religious never meant eager 
assimilationism nor did it contradict preoccupation with ancestral roots and much pride in the 
family status [37]. There was, of course, a dissonance between the patina of grandeur that 
enshrouded the family in Riga’s Jewish community and the way Jewishness turned into a signifier 
of otherness once the family moved to England and young Berlin, as many sons of émigré families, 
was placed at the forefront of acculturation pressures and expectations. Yet, what Berlin’s early 
biography bestowed in his is a pre-theorized, instinctive sense that being a Jew had much to do 
with a feeling that one is part of a clan or an extended meshpuche (family). Not that Berlin was 
always bragging about his Jewishness. Bryan Magee, the great popularizer of philosophy in 
Britain, recalled Berlin’s self-dismissive descriptions of his younger self as a “fat little Jew” or a 
“dark, ugly little Jew” which would seem utterly un-politically correct in today’s more sensitive 
society [38]. Nevertheless, they hint at an important aspect: a conscious awareness of one’s 
inerasable, non-ignorable Jewishness, which provided fertile ground for ethno-national conception 
of identity to propagate. 

This biographical backdrop also made Berlin quite dissimilar from many prominent German-
Jewish intellectuals who were brought up in highly assimilated families. Some of them, Martin 
Buber and Gershom Scholem being probably the most famous examples, had their Zionist 
awakenings during interwar years if not even earlier, as part of what historian Steven Aschheim 
described as a radical “post-Bildung” revolt against parental liberal ethos [39]. Others, like Hannah 
Arendt and, according to some accounts, also Sigmund Freud, argued that it was only the vicious 
anti-Semitism of the 1930s that forced them, quite brutally, to start thinking of themselves as part 
of a Jewish collective [40]. As Peter Gay, Freud’s biographer and ardent defender of the 
vehemently anti-clerical circles of the French enlightenment put it once, “Only Hitler made me into 
a Jew and, it turned out, not a very good one [41].” Nothing of this kind can be said of Berlin. His 
Jewishness was not “situational,” in the sense that it was, first and foremost, part of a peculiar and 
unavoidable situation in which he found himself, willingly or unwillingly. We have enough 
sources, including accounts from others in his surrounding, to establish with great certainty that 
from a very early stage of his life Berlin had an acute sense of his Jewish otherness, and that this 
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conscious only accentuated by immigration and acculturation in Britain. Boldly put, he did not 
need a Hitler to become aware that Jewishness, including others’ responses to it, shaped his life in 
significant ways, and to develop a sharpened, hyper-sensitivity to the relationship between 
Jewishnness and status—both the gradations of status within Anglo-Jewish community, and the 
standing of Jews in the larger societies in which they found themselves. 

Most famously, Berlin also repeatedly emphasized the fact that he had been mesmerized by 
Chaim Weizmann, the charismatic President of the World Zionist Organization, who, like Berlin, 
was also acutely aware of his Otherness—not only as a Jew within Gentile society, but also as an 
Ostjude folks-mensch who felt himself better attuned to the heartbeats of the Jewish masses than 
the members of the “Grand Duke” families, who had traditionally governed Anglo-Jewry [42]. The 
chemist from Manchester was subsequently seen by Berlin as the great synthesizer, able to take the 
best in Eastern “authenticity” without falling into rigid traditionalism, and combine it with 
European culture and science, without assimilating. In later years Berlin would become a central 
memory agent, helping to promote Weizmann’s legacy through lectures, publications, by 
promoting the activities of Yad Weizmann, the Weizmann Memorial Fund, which published 
Weizmann’s papers, and more. Weizmann, Berlin wrote, was the first genuinely free Jew in  
the modern world. What is the working definition of freedom behind this assertion still requires  
our elucidation. 

But Weizmann merely pushed Berlin more in a direction he was already moving towards. By 
the time the two met, sometime during the winter of 1938, Berlin had already been exposed to 
Zionist ideology and rhetoric, thanks mainly to the influence of his family as well as that of the 
Polish-born historian Ludwik vel Niemirowski (1888–1960), better known in England as Lewis B. 
Namier. Lewis Namier is important for purposes of our discussion because he was one of the key 
importers of the Zionist normalization discourse to the English-speaking world [43]. Namier’s 
working definition of the concepts normality and normalization was taken from the Zionist lexicon 
and was described vividly in the introduction he wrote in October 1933 to the English translation of 
Arthur Ruppin’s Die Soziologie der Juden (originally published two years earlier, in 1931) [44]. 
Normality, according to Namier, described a condition of “a nation rooted in its own soil…attachment 
to home and country [which] give a man the strength to fight [45].” Namier's definition was drawn 
directly from Ruppin, whose analysis rested upon several basic sociological-normative premises. 
Two of them were, in Ruppin’s words, that “normally everyone belongs to the community with 
which he feels closest united in language, culture, customs, and habits,” and secondly, that there is 
“a peculiar mentality which distinguishes [the Jews] from the other European nations [46].” The 
strong conviction that only attachment to their ancestral homeland would cure the Jews of their 
pathological and abnormal condition motivated Namier’s political Zionism. What echoed behind 
Namier's and Ruppin's conclusions alike was, among other things, Ferdinand Tönnies’ sociological 
typology that distinguished the “healthy” feelings of warm, intimate togetherness that characterize 
the organic communal Gemeinschaft existence from the cold, “rational" and subsequently alienated 
individuality of members of modern civil society, the Gesellschaft (1887) [47]. Following Ruppin's 
Zionist sociology and developing it, Namier stressed the abnormal quality of this condition to 
diagnose the condition of world Jewry as a whole. The following excerpt exemplifies this:  
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Our position in the world in anomalous, difficult, often ambiguous… [W]e must now undergo a 
fundamental process of economic re-orientation, but we have neither the resources of a State nor the 
place wherein to effect it…[O]ur foremost endeavor should be directed towards fighting 
“Luftmensch”—this untranslatable term describes men without solid ground under their feet, without 
training or profession, without capital or regular employment, living in the air, and it would almost 
seem, on air…[48]. 

The radical component in Namier’s Zionism was his firm belief that this diseased condition 
characterized the condition of all Jews in the Diaspora - that is, not only those living in Russia or 
Poland or under oppressive regimes that deprived their Jewish minority of enlightenment and 
emancipation. Thus, the accusation of a “Galuth mentality” enabled Namier to mock also the 
leadership of Anglo-Jewry for being weak, “assimilationist” and too eager to please the Gentiles. 
Writing in 1933, as thousands of Jewish-German refugees began to flee Germany, Namier did not 
need to explain what he meant when describing the failure of assimilation. For him, “the question 
which the Jews must now ask themselves”—that is, all Jews living in the Diaspora—“is whether 
they can and should assume responsibility for bringing Jewish children into the world of the 
Galuth, to face a fate which seems to become worse every year [49].” Exactly because German 
Jewry was the most conspicuous vanguard of modernization among the Jews, this Jewish 
community, more than any other, epitomized for him a deep structural and moral flaw. 

Berlin embraced the normalization discourse, and would employ very similar ideas in the 
postwar years. The Cold War context should also be taken into consideration here, for much of his 
writings on the subject were highly critical of the Isaac Deutscher-inspired idea of the “non-Jewish 
Jew [50],” mocking Jewish communists who were eager to embrace the utopian idea of a classless 
cosmopolitan post-revolutionary world in which they would finally be unchained from their 
embarrassing ethno-national origins. His disgust at extreme assimilationism was far from being 
“politically correct,” to use the colloquial American expression, and in his essays on Jewish and 
Zionist issues he would describe this social trans-cultural practice using terms such as self-alienation, 
self-denial, and even the highly problematic notion of Jewish self-hatred [51]. Berlin’s Lucien 
Wolf Memorial Lecture of December 1957 on Moses Hess provides a good example of  
this [52]. Another example can be found in his 1968 essay on Disraeli and Marx in which, when 
criticizing assimilationist tendencies, he argued:  

[I]t is a well-known neurosis in an age of nationalism in which self-identification with a dominant 
group becomes supremely important, but for some individuals, abnormally difficult… The baptized 
Jewish intellectual, still regarded as racially a Jew by his fellows, could not hope to be politically 
effective so long as nationalism remained a problem for him. It had somehow to be eliminated as an 
issue…[This explains why] Marx identified himself with a social force, the great international class of 
the disinherited workers, in whose name he could thunder his anathemas [53]. 

The discourse of Jewish normality and abnormality went, therefore, hand in hand not only with 
Berlin’s understanding of cultural nationalism and the need to belong, but also with his strong Cold 
War anticommunist beliefs. And if one reads carefully Berlin’s discussion of what he defined as 
“The Search for Status”—the title of the sixth section in his magisterial “Two Concepts of 
Liberty”—one finds Berlin arguing that “[t]he lack of freedom about which men or groups 
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complain amounts, as often as not, to the lack of proper recognition,” once again defending—in 
liberal terms—the idea of belonging. What is significantly different about Berlin, when compared 
to Namier and other advocates of the Jewish normalization discourse, is that Berlin never accepted 
the notion of shlilat ha’galut, the negation of exile, and the historical teleology it entailed. And it 
was for that reason that his approach towards Zionism could be best labeled Diaspora Zionism. 

4. The Diaspora Zionist 

To thoroughly understand Berlin’s Diaspora Zionism we must briefly consider the way in which 
Berlin perceived liberty as an opportunity concept. I borrow the term opportunity concept from 
Charles Taylor and Tom Baldwin [54]. Definition of freedom as an “opportunity concept,” regards 
it as a condition in which one is hindered by the minimum possible constraints that may limit the 
range of choices available. “The more avenues man can enter, the broader those avenues, the more 
avenues that each opens into, the freer they are,” argued Berlin. Although Negative Freedom and 
the “opportunity concept” are not identical, the emphasis placed on the absence of obstacles 
because it guarantees the free exercise of choice is crucial to our argument. In this sense, free 
choice and opportunity are one of the preconditions for achieving Berlin's cherished, correct and 
liberal negative liberty. “Political choice,” Berlin wrote in later years, “[is a condition in which] 
there are as many doors open for me to walk through as can be opened—freedom from 
interference, Negative Freedom [55].” 

Interestingly, the place in which we find the first use of freedom as an opportunity concept is 
Berlin’s 1951 essay “Jewish Slavery and Emancipation,” which, in fact, is a bold pro-Zionist 
manifesto. The essay, originally published at the Jewish Chronicle, was written as part of an open 
debate Berlin had with Arthur Koestler. Writing what would be the far reaching implications of the 
foundation of the State of Israel on world Jewry, Koestler offered a rigid “either-or” formulation, 
according to which from 1948 every Jew has to decide whether he wants to remain in Europe—in 
which case he must assimilate and shed his particularist, dissimilative features—or immigrate to 
Israel and become an active member in the new Jewish republic. Berlin was outraged. It is an idea, 
argued Berlin, which took Jews back to square one. Not only did it not help promote Zionism but 
quite the contrary: it eliminated the novel contribution it had made to world Jewry in general: the 
possibility of every individual to choose how and where to live. And it is in this context that we 
find Berlin using for the first time a conception of freedom as an opportunity concept:  

The creation of the State of Israel has rendered the greatest service that any human institution can 
perform for individuals—has restored to Jews not merely their personal dignity and status as human 
beings, but what is vastly more important, their right to choose as individuals how they shall live—
the basic freedom of choice, the right to live or perish, go to the good or to the bad in one's own way, 
without which life is a form of slavery, as it has been, indeed, for the Jewish community for almost 
two thousand years [56]. 

This formula did not contradict Berlin’s anti-totalitarian convictions: while, he argued, the 
essential feature in totalitarianism was its “denial to human beings of the possibility of choice,” 
Zionism had altered the life circumstances for all Jews, by creating a situation in which the Jew as 
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an individual has several possible courses of actions that he may choose from, not a single path he 
must walk through. 

The meaning of having more choice was that one enjoyed greater freedom. If there was a 
Zionist achievement, that was the heart of it. 

By presenting such an argument Berlin had made a claim that is political as well as 
philosophical, one that neither extreme Zionists in the 1940s nor republican / neo-Roman theorists 
like Quentin Skinner and Phillip Petit today [57] would willingly accept. It is based on the idea that 
living in a state of social or political dependence does not automatically restrict our options and 
thereby limit our freedom. Berlin's understanding of Weizmann's Zionism was based on similar 
principles: the creation of a Jewish national home is a noble cause worth fighting for because it 
would enable every individual Jew to choose freely, for the first time in modern history, whether he 
wishes to continue living among non-Jews—as Berlin himself chose to do—or to live as a member 
of a Jewish community and take a part in Jewish communal life. Weizmann himself was displeased 
by the fact that Berlin decided not to become an Israeli, but the notion that the creation of a Jewish 
State was a necessity, and the hope that it would also guarantee the emancipation of non-Zionist 
Jews, was an idea that both Berlin and Weizmann held. Ironically, what made Zionism “kosher” is 
the fact that it was transforming the notorious “Jewish Question” from a collective and national 
problem into a personal and existential dilemma of the Jewish individual. 

This formula is what I call Diaspora Zionism. I use the prefix diaspora to emphasize the 
dissimilarity between Berlin’s Zionism and what we may “Palestino-centric Zionism,” by which I 
refer to the view that does holds that sooner or later all Jews would and should make Aliyah 
(immigrate to Israel) and make themselves Israelis. What the Zionist thinkers called “the negation 
of Galut” is absent in Diaspora Zionism. There is no historical teleology or secular Messianic 
imperative that emerges from this Zionism, according to which a mass voluntary migration of all 
Jewish communities in the Diaspora should accompany the establishment of a Jewish State. 
Fulfillment of the Zionist dream, in other words, did not, in Berlin’s view, contradict the continued 
existence of Jewish life outside the sovereign Jewish state. He never saw Diaspora communities as 
inferior types of Jewish existence, nor thought that they should disappear sooner or later. 
Nevertheless, unlike the Diaspora Nationalism of Simon Dubnow, or even the Bundist blend of 
Marxism and nationalism, Berlin’s idea was compatible with traditional Zionism, accepted its basic 
axioms and was not its ideological competitor. 

In a way, it was a post-1945 version of what is known in earlier Zionist history as 
Gegenwartsarbeit or “ avodat ha'hoveh ” (lit. “work of the present times”), neatly summarized in a 
slogan coined by the noted Polish-Zionist activist Yitzhak Grünbaum: Zionism opposes the Exile 
(galut), but does not oppose the existence Diaspora (golah). Furthermore, it is a manifest aim of the 
national movement not only to organize all Jewish masses in the East and Central Europe as a 
national minority and lead them, but also to strengthen Diaspora communities, promoting their 
“cultural, material, and political” wellbeing, which would eventually help them contribute to the 
creation of a sound national life in the land of Israel. It was an optimistic, early twentieth-century 
vision of liberal nationalism. It wished to promote minority rights and not only mass migration, to 
bring about a more liberalized, democratic type of collective life to the Jews. Famously, the 
Helsingfors Zionist conference of December 1906 accepted this idea and made it part of the official 
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Zionist ideological platform [58]. Needless to say, the idea was not alien to the young Chaim 
Weizmann and the other members of the short-lived democratic faction, as to many East and 
Central European Zionist activists who believed that Jewish nationalism would go hand in hand 
with progressive politics and greater liberalization. Nevertheless, historical context once again 
should be mentioned. It should be noted that the condition of Jews in 1906 was quite different to 
that of the post-1945 and post-1948 world, and I doubt whether we can find a direct genealogical 
route—in the Foucaultian sense—connecting Berlin to the Gegenwartsarbeit advocates. 

Interestingly, the formulation of freedom as an opportunity concept, which we find dominant 
feature in Berlin’s Zionist writings, predates “Two Concepts.” While it would not be until 1958 
that he would use a term such as “negative freedom,” the philosophic formula juxtaposing choice, 
liberty and nationality appears as soon as October 1951 [59]. Without this essential component one 
cannot appreciate fully what Berlin means by the term “negative freedom.” The journey that 
famously ended with “Two Concepts,” in short, begun because postwar Zionism, demanding Jews 
to choose between immigration and assimilation, created an impossible either-or situation to which 
Berlin felt compelled to reply. Read historically, not as canonical texts addressing eternal questions 
but as attempts to solve these dilemmas, we can thus reappraise Berlin’s philosophy in a fresh, 
unconventional way. 

5. Cold War Liberalism: In Search of a Definition 

Was the acceptance of basic Zionist axioms compatible with the central tenets of Cold War 
Liberalism? And if so, can we characterize Berlin’s political philosophy as Jewish? Both questions 
are immensely tricky to answer. The problem with the first question is that it assumes the existence 
of a single coherent, theoretical statement of anything called “Cold War Liberalism.” What makes 
the second question no less challenging is that it raises an even more fundamental concern 
regarding the way we use the adjective “Jewish” to label certain theories, philosophical approaches, 
and intellectual orientations. The two last sections of this paper will address these two questions. 

Recent years witness a revival of scholarly interest in Cold War Liberalism. But what were the 
exact contours of this strand of Liberalism and what were its distinctive features? We can offer a 
preliminary list: no doubt, anti-utopianism, coupled with an ambivalent and a highly pessimistic 
appreciation of modernity as a whole, were hallmarks of postwar intellectual discourse in the 
western side of the iron curtain. The need to come in terms with nihilistic practices of a new type 
and scale, with the gulag and the concentration and extermination camp, with political ideologies 
that proved horrifyingly effective in mobilizing, controlling, displacing and butchering masses, 
became themes looming large in the works of novelists, artists and political thinkers, and in 
particular in the work of those political thinkers that cultural and geographical displacement was 
part of their personal experience. Moreover, the proximity of influential political thinkers to policy 
makers and their active involvement in postwar planning, together with some successful attempts 
of the CIA to create institutions, journals and forums—the Congress for Cultural Freedom and 
Encounter magazine being two famous examples—that would help bring together an international 
caucus of intellectuals who were willing to collaborate under the anti-totalitarian banner, cannot 
allow us to ignore the existence of a transatlantic republic of letters, shaped by and reacting to the 
bipolar world order after 1945. 
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Nevertheless, there is no apparent reason that we should accept without further inspection the 
common assumption that there was, to use a fashionable tag, such a thing as a “Cold War  
consensus [60].” Prominent liberal public intellectuals operating, roughly, between the 1950s and 
1980s, were not products of a single intellectual assembly line, nor did they ever produce a 
programmatic manifesto which constituted a certain Cold War “liberal school” whose adherents 
were expected to accept and comply with. The Cold War was long enough, and stretched over such 
a vast areas of the globe, that it allowed members of several generations, coming from different 
backgrounds (not all necessarily suffering directly from the same political menace), to intermingle 
and exchange ideas. We should be alarmed if Cold War Liberalism would become a catchphrase 
that permits analytical discrepancy or, worst, promote the superficial view that all liberal-minded 
thinkers in the English-speaking world reacted to the horrors of the first half of the century in the 
exact same way. Scheming through secondary literature dealing with Anglo-American intellectuals 
from the period—not to mention high-journalism and public discourse which evokes the names of 
Cold War thinkers to address contemporary predicaments—today’s brightest students, born after 
the breakup of the so-called Cold War consensus, remain baffled. They find it almost impossible to 
identify any significant theoretical divergence which sets apart the a staunch anti-communist 
socialist like George Orwell from a cosmopolitan like Karl Popper or to identify those features 
which make both different from a lurid conservative like Michael Oakeshott. Correspondingly, 
when moving to the other side of the Atlantic pond, Cold War Liberalism is used so loosely that it 
wipes out any difference between libertarians who found their inspiration in the Austrian School of 
Mises and Hayek from thinkers who were interwar “Leftists” —whether supporters of the New 
Deal or much more radical Marxists and Trotskyites—who may have changed their views by the 
1950s but still considered themselves sympathizers of social-democratic progressive politics. Even 
if Cold War Liberalism is used pejoratively, to describe what Michael Kimmage aptly called “the 
conservative turn,” a greater nuance is still required [61]. This is especially true of the Jewish 
members of this cohort: to a certain extent both Henry Kissinger’s dogmatic “international 
realism,” Lionel Trilling’s fictional anti-communism, Leo Strauss’s critique of modern relativism, 
and Norman B. Podhoretz neoconservatism were symptoms of that turn. But were they arguing the 
same thing? Certainly not. Even conservative thought comes in many varieties. 

Furthermore, as much as anti-totalitarianism was a universalist ideological theme, it was not a 
exclusively liberal stance. Weren’t the critiques of positivism and totalitarianism more effectively 
disseminated by the Frankfurt School and the admirers of postwar Critical Theory? Marcuse’s 
fusion of Freud and Marx was not less anti-totalitarian than Berlin’s utter rejection of anything 
Marxist, and when popularized, in somewhat vulgarly simplistic way, by the revolting students in 
1968, it could bestow them with a sense they were fighting for greater liberty against an oppressive 
totalitarian machine. But there are even trickier gray areas, and those require us to be more accurate 
in defining what we mean by liberalism. For was Hannah Arendt a Cold War liberal in the same 
sense, let us say, as Karl Popper, Isaiah Berlin, Jacob Talmon or Raymond Aron were? Arendt 
produced what is undoubtedly one of the most eloquent statements of anti-totalitarianism as soon 
as 1951, and so many of her now-canonical philosophical writings from that stage onwards were 
informed by this anti-totalitarian sensibility. Yet, wouldn’t it be more accurate to locate the 
solution she offered to this modern disease in her admiration and attempt at revival of ancient 
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republicanism? It is not a coincidence that her neo-Aristotelian ideals of humanity as constituted by 
active civic life, her vision of direct participation in a pre-Hobbesian body-politic, provided some 
of the inspiration to J. G. A. Pocock, one of the pillars of the Cambridge School of intellectual 
history, as he himself admitted in a usually ignored footnote crediting Arendt in The Machiavellian 
Moment, his classic study of a cross-Atlantic republican tradition [62]. This theory, as I suggested 
earlier, is offered to us as a civic humanist alternative to Liberalism, thus a characterization of 
Arendt as liberal should, as a minimum, be considered questionable. 

A comparison with Berlin clarifies these problematics: Berlin has run out of patience with 
Arendt’s virtue politics very quickly, prior to the publication of Arendt’s controversial Eichmann 
book. When asked to review an earlier book of hers Berlin simply refused: “I found it absolutely 
unreadable,” Berlin wrote to philosopher Morton White, adding a list of qualifications proving that 
in fact he read the book quite thoroughly: “all the rot about Greeks not liking work and the Jews 
liking it and men being alienated first from God and the Renaissance and now from mother earth 
itself—the desire to go to the moon being a deep metaphysical anxiety for flight from one's roots 
and origins—that is in the first forty pages—I found absolutely awful [63].” Not less savage was 
her dismissal by him in a conversation with political thinker Bernard Crick. “There is nothing there 
to put simply. Fairy gold, Crick, fairy gold. Metaphysical free-association' [64]". This was not 
simply personal, ad hominem animus. Finding his inspiration in Benjamin Constant—“that cold, 
perceptive independent, civilised Swiss,” as he described him once—Berlin found the nostalgic 
admiration of the “liberty of the ancients” alien to the entire edifice of liberal thought as he 
understood it [65]. When “Two Concepts of Liberty” was reprinted in 1969 and included in Four 
Essays on Liberty, Berlin credited Constant in the volume’s introduction and what could be a more 
symbolic homage to Constant than the fact Berlin chose a quote from one of Constant essays as the 
motto for his introduction [66]. The reliance on Constant’s famous distinction between modern and 
ancient conceptions of freedom allowed Berlin to make what he considered to be a principal anti-
totalitarian claim: that modern politics shall not be redeemed from the totalitarian threat by 
salvaging pre-modern notions of direct participatory democracy. There was no way back, and 
modern republican restorative attempts, whether the one offered by Rousseau or that of Arendt, run 
the risk of collapsing into authoritarianism, not to rescue us from it. It is no wonder, then, that in 
later years, when he was asked by Ted Honderich to write an entry on “liberty” for the Oxford 
Companion to Philosophy, he fused Constant’s temporal dichotomy between ancient and modern 
liberties with his own conceptual division of liberty into positive and negative variants. Negative 
liberty, he argued on that occasion, is not a natural, universal concept since its theoretical 
foundations lie in the idea “that there is a province of life—private life,” and this, he argued, is an 
essentially a modern idea [67]. In fact, Berlin’s own bifurcation of the concept of liberty had such 
an enormous impact on historians of political thought that contemporary Constant scholars fight the 
tendency to accept Berlin’s interpretation and see the two theories as almost identical. Interestingly, 
even a careful scholar like Quentin Skinner could not resist the urge of coupling the two, presenting 
both, in his 1997 Inaugural Lecture as Regius Professor as two spokesmen of the same ideal of 
individual liberty [68]. It is beyond the scope of this paper to discuss what is problematic about this 
rather decontextualized equation. What is important to mention is that all too often the label Cold 
War Liberalism flattens out these types of nuance differences. To highlight them is vital, not 
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because doing so will provide our students with a sound example of close reading of political texts, 
but because awareness of these minor differences challenge the very way Cold War Liberalism is 
used as an analytic category. Boldly put, we need to come up with more exact definition of the 
term and to use intellectual history more rigorously, to check dilettantism. 

One tentative solution, offered by Jan-Werner Müller of Princeton University, is to treat the 
label Cold War Liberalism not as a term denoting a specific philosophic credo but as signifying a 
“particular sensibility.” This sensibility, Müller suggest, could be best described using the phrase 
“Liberalism of Fear,” coined in 1989 by the Harvard political theorist Judith N. Shklar [69]. Müller 
was not the first to suggest that there are areas of overlap between Berlin’s and Shklar's “negative” 
Liberalisms. Paying tribute to his colleague and friend, the moral philosopher Bernard Williams 
(1929–2003) also suggested shortly before his death that Shklar’s apt phrase, which describes not a 
theory nor a system but “a certain style of liberalism,” captures quite concisely the type of 
Liberalism Berlin and, in fact, he himself, held dear [70]. So what is exactly Liberalism of fear? 
Shklar cherished the idea that liberals should focus their energy first and foremost on preventing 
political misjudgment and abuse of power, culminating in cruel violence and terror. Like Lord 
Acton, who held that political power tends to be corrupting and could be too easily abused by men 
who have access to it, Shklar’s basic assumption was pessimistic: “every page of political history,” 
she wrote, “[justifies the assumption] that some agents of government will behave lawlessly and 
brutally in small or big ways most of the time unless they are prevent from doing so [71]". This 
Liberalism, in other words, is concerned primarily with avoiding the worst, rather than achieving 
the best. For Williams this quality made this Liberalism distinctively different from the Liberalism 
of Locke or J. S. Mill, not only because it was much more pessimistic than their natural rights 
oriented Liberalism, but it is a Liberalism that is shaped fundamentally by the horrors of the 
twentieth century. It is a Liberalism of those who remember the horror of modern warfare and say 
“never again,” it is “a response to these undeniable actualities and therefore concentrates on 
damage control.” And most importantly: this sensitivity, Müller suggests, is not idiosyncratic but 
identifiable in diverse thinkers such as Berlin, Popper, and Aron. If so, we might as well use it as a 
platform for comparison. At last we have the shared working assumptions and normative common 
denominator that allow us to speak with more precision about Cold War liberal thought and  
to draw demarcation lines to distinguish it from other theories that populated the idea market at  
the time. 

Müller’s suggestion to use Shklar’s memorable phrase as an interpretive prism makes much 
sense: like the other protagonists discussed in this issue, Shklar’s biography resembled that of other 
children of the turbulent century. Like Berlin, Shklar was also born in Riga to Jewish parents who 
fled the Soviet Union when she was thirteen. She hailed the Anglophone philosophers for replacing 
utopianism with skepticism as a method of thinking about political philosophy, and did not hide the 
fact the political theory she produced was tinted by her and her family’s personal experiences of 
displacement and what might as well be described as traumatic rejection of statism and 
totalitarianism [72]. If so, as I suggested elsewhere, we may paraphrase Müller and describe Cold 
War Liberalism as resting on two kinds of fear: First is the fear from utopia, fear “of ambitious 
programs advanced by those who felt absolutely certain in their convictions and sure about their 
political prescriptions [73]”; and second is the fear from fear itself, that is the understanding that 
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the intimidation and terror of citizens—i.e., the creation of a situation in which masses submit 
themselves to the yoke of political authority out of panic from the possibility of being sent to a 
gulag, a concentration camp, or any other Kafkaian penalty colony—is a extremely forceful and 
dangerous motivating force that should be morally condemned [74]. 

Yet, this is far from a definitive solution. This will be neither the time nor the place to reiterate 
all of Shklar’s arguments and provide a systematic comparison between her and other Cold War 
liberals, but we can put our finger at some troubling concerns. Even when he put Shklar next to her 
Oxonian colleague we will find clear chronological and conceptual gaps that set them apart. They 
were, after all, representatives of two different generations, with Berlin being almost two decades 
older than Shklar. We must also not forget that unlike Berlin who was responding to Stalinism and 
the Thaw Generation, Shklar, quite ironically, introduced her memorable phrase exactly when the 
Cold War draw to its close. Maybe, given this context, it would be more instructive to comprehend 
Shklar as a thinker who wished to examine critically what is dead and what is alive in the liberal 
philosophy that she swallowed as a student during the 1950s [75]? There also problems with the 
assumption that “negative” “fear politics” are the real crux of Cold War liberal discourse. To 
assume that positive values, even if only latent ones, were entirely absent from Cold War 
Liberalism, would be a oversight. As Michael Walzer once pointed out a-propos Shklar: whether 
explicitly or implicitly, most liberals ultimately do defend numerous positive values and endorse 
specific norms or behaviors (“entrepreneurship” being one example) that are not universal but, in 
fact, depend on particular cultural customs and standards [76]. And as Katrina Forrester reminds us 
in a recent essay, overemphasis put on Shklar’s notion of fear encouraged commentators, 
erroneously, to ignore the sophisticated, “positive” discussions of politics of hope her writings offer 
and to produce, through what she calls reductio ad Hitlerum, a cliché, superficial image of negative 
Liberalism [77]. Similarly, as we have seen, there is no way we can reduce Berlin’s complex 
philosophy to a single notion of negative liberty. He may be aptly described as a liberal of fear, but 
this cannot help us in understanding what made his eagerness to rehabilitate Herder and defend 
nationality. A comparison between Berlin and Popper reveals even more problems with Müller’s 
thesis. For while Popper, as Malachi Hacohen showed exceptionally well, was moving towards a 
new form of rigidly anti-nationalist cosmopolitanism, Berlin was unwilling to follow the same 
road. Popper admired the Enlightenment, and Berlin—fascinated by the Enlightenment’s critics. 
Popper dismissed Zionism as a form of atavism and neo-tribalism, while Berlin was an admirer of 
Weizmann and Moses Hess, busy condemning assimilationists and defending the state of Israel. 
Were these components of Berlin thought informed by the “particular sensibility” put under the 
banners negative politics and Liberalism of fear? Doubly so. They were maybe distinctive, making 
him different, if not even eccentric, when compared to a large number of his contemporary 
colleagues. But these were fundamental and indispensable ideas, informing Berlin’s pluralism and 
liberalism alike, without which any interpretation of his philosophy would remain incomplete. In 
sum, as much as the description of postwar Liberalism as based on fear may help us appreciate the 
similarity we find in the analysis of the destructive and potentially authoritarian symptoms of 
utopianism in the writings of Cold War liberals, it says very little about the difference we find in 
the “positive” proposals the same intellectuals put forward when asked to construct the postwar 
civil society or offer a normative horizon that would guide its heralds. 
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We are back, then, to square one: critical appreciation of totalitarianism and fear from it may 
have united the Cold Warriors, but their dreams about a better future made them very different. If 
we want to avoid using slack narratives that make use of vague notions like “the spirit of the age,” 
we must treat such models with extreme caution. Biography is important, but it would be simply 
wrong to assume that traumatic memories, post-Holocaust pessimism, or what Ira Katznelson 
referred to as “intellectual desolation,” pushed all thinkers in the same direction [78]. Similarly, a 
recurring leitmotif we find in diverse thinkers is not necessarily indicative of the “positive” ideas 
they considered fundamental. The comparative dimension is immensely important, but not because 
it allows us to identify points of resemblance and to construct a unifying definition, but also 
because comparisons reveal dissimilarities and, in this case, show that Cold Warriors, in fact, 
differed significantly in their visions of the future. We need to come up with an explanatory 
framework that would also acknowledge the internal political divisions within the liberal and anti-
totalitarian camp. And this requires greater nuance and finer tuning than some of today’s 
discussions allow. 

We are still in search of a definition. Or, alternatively, we should do what a large number of 
historians of the Enlightenment did long time ago: understand that their subjects took part in a 
trans-national republic of letters and in that sense constituted, collectively, a cosmopolitan scholarly 
network; yet, at the same time, that there is no “core principle” or a single “idea of Enlightenment,” 
but that the same scholarly network reveal variances and dissimilarities and actually breaks up, along 
national, philosophical, religious and political fault lines, into plural Enlightenments. 

6. A Jewish Tradition of Political Thought? 

Does Judaism or Jewishness constitute one the fault lines along which Cold War Liberalism 
breaks up? Can Berlin’s political philosophy—given its unique, distinctive features and its author’s 
biography—be justifiably labeled a Jewish political tradition? I doubt it. Neither biography nor the 
highly knotty uses of the concept of “tradition” justifies such labeling. 

Let us take it one step at a time. If biography matters so much, and given the centrality of 
Jewishness to Berlin’s own sense of identity, why not describe his ideas as “Jewish”? The answer 
is quite obvious: because it would be an absurd reductionism of one’s “thought” to one’s “life.” I 
doubt, for instance, if the musical proclamation of the American pop singer Janis Joplin in her 
famous ballad—“freedom’s just another word for nothing left to lose”—would be significantly 
reappraised and understood differently were we to mention the fact that she was born in Texas to a 
Church-attending family. In that sense Joplin’s vision of liberty is not different from Berlin’s: the 
mere fact that he was a Jew from Riga and a direct descendant of the Zemah Zedek, the Third 
Lubavitcher Rebbe, cannot, in itself, explain why he reached the conclusion that liberty, properly 
understood, should be defined as an absence of constraints on the individual. Neither will it be 
accurate to see Berlin as a Jewish philosopher in Martin Buber or Emmanuel Levinas’ sense, to 
take two well-known examples, were Jewish philosophers: his thought did not imbibe Talmudic 
ideas or dress in modern clothes concepts that we may define as essentially “Jewish.” Even a 
thinnest decorum of Jewish proverbs, aphorisms, rabbinic maxims and wise sayings we sometimes 
find in the writings of secular Jewish authors is absent from Berlin's prose. Quite the contrary, 
Berlin acquired a taste for British wit, and for much of his intellectual career had no intentions to 
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encrust his elegant prose with what his non-Jewish interlocutors might have dismissed as moeurs 
des savages. What is commonly called Yiddishkeit was not his ornament of authenticity. 

This is not only a question of style, but also one of content. There is no strong philological 
evidence to suggest that Judaism offered Berlin a storage house of ideas from which he could 
borrow theories, concepts and vocabulary. To clarify: I do not wish to argue that there is no such 
thing as “Jewish political tradition.” In an impressive multi-volume collaborative project Michael 
Walzer, Menachem Lorberbaum and others analyze with much detail and bring sources that, they 
argue, constitute a two-millennia old “Jewish political tradition [79].” What originated in the Bible 
and the Talmud, these authors show, continued with midrashic literature, legal responsa, and 
shaped also numerous modern treatises, pamphlets and philosophical essays that have been written 
by intellectuals who drew on this long tradition of Jewish literature. Equally ambitious is David 
Biale’s recent attempt to describe a tradition of Jewish secular thought, including a 350-years-old 
political tradition, stretching, roughly, from Spinoza to David Ben-Gurion, his secular admirer.  
In this case a trans-generational dialogue emerged as religious notions—such as that of God’s 
election of Israel—were recast into various modern, “non-revelationist” theories, whether in a 
pseudo-scientific form of race, or through modern notions of nation and state [80]. In all the above 
cases, when we use the term tradition we assume the existence of trans-historical intertextuality, 
and not the fact the authors who produced these texts were Jews. To identify this intertextual 
relationship means to show how one text built its meaning on or ideas, signs, symbols, idioms, 
narratives and meanings that were introduced in prior texts, or at least to at least that it alluded to 
them. Walzer, defining the boundaries of the Jewish political tradition, is quite explicit on this issue:  

What makes this body of work a distinct and more or less unified tradition, and what marks its limits, 
is its intertextuality. A long series of writers have addressed political questions by referring 
themselves to the same authoritative texts and to the critical events on which these texts are focused: 
the exodus from Egypt, the Sinai revelation and covenant, the winning of the land, the establishment 
of the monarchy in the time of Saul and David, and then the conquests and revolts, the wars and civil 
wars, that brought destruction, loss, and exile. And the same writers, despite their radical dispersion 
and the absence of all modern means of communication, refer endlessly to one another, agree and 
disagree with each other’s interpretations of both texts and events. Reference and cross-reference 
constitute the tradition [81]. 

Analogously, what justifies the use of the adjective “Jewish” to describe secular Jewish thought 
in the case of Biale’s study is the fact we can show that early and late modern non-observant 
Jewish authors did not simply ignore pre-modern Jewish religious texts ideas, but in fact had a 
somewhat dialectic relationship with them, and they sought to use them even if only to bestow new 
meaning in them. Using metaphoric language, Biale describes these older notions “like genes that 
required the social and political environment of modernity before they could be expressed,” and as 
“providers of the dominant mentalité—the language and particular flavor—of that secularism when 
modern forces caused it to emerge [82].” These biological metaphors are not problem-free. Yet, 
they are meant to illustrate a similar idea. What makes a certain textual tradition “Jewish” is not the 
biography—or biology—of the authors but the way they used ideas originating in Jewish religious 
literature to address modern social and political problems. For unless we provide clear and 
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convincing signs of intertextuality that constitutes the conceptual frame we call “tradition” what  
we will be left with is a theory that rests too heavily on a priori concepts which bends our 
interpretation in the sense that it forces us to situate an individual text within a larger frame we 
construct in hindsight, mostly informed by opaque teleological assumptions [83]. 

This methodological detour brings us back to Berlin’s case. For what is at the stake here is not 
the question how we define the paradoxical term “Jewish secular culture” but according to what 
criteria we draw the border between authors who were part of a Jewish tradition of philosophizing 
about politics and other authors who were Jews writing about politics but were not contributing to 
this endless process of “reference and cross-reference” and, to use Walzer’s words, “opted out of 
the referential system.” The Berlin case illustrates these problematic questions: taking his first steps 
as an independent scholar as a British analytical philosopher, Berlin always stressed his mistrust of 
anything which is “metaphysical” and “non-empirical,” and on one occasion even defined himself 
as “tone deaf” when it came to theological language and religious modes of thinking [84]. 
Subsequently, his understanding of sovereignty, power and politics was essentially modernist, not 
“Hebraic.” Therefore, the suggestion that he is part of a Jewish political tradition stands on very 
thin ice. We can always speak of “non-Jewish Jews” to include Freud, Marx, Rosa Luxemburg and 
Trotsky in this tradition, as Isaac Deutscher famously tried to do, or quote the saying attributed to 
Heine, according to which “since the Exodus, freedom has always spoken with a Hebrew accent 
[85].” But aren’t we running the risk of producing de-contextual clichés rather than historical 
interpretations? Only through close reading of the texts, only through careful analysis that 
identifies such intertextual connections, can we speak intelligibly of an ongoing, continual 
discourse and a genealogy (in the Nietzschean sense) of certain political conceptions and theories. 
The alternative is an utterly a-historical, fictional construct which provides no convincing 
explanation why texts produced in different times and places should be connected and under a 
single rubric. 

Examining Berlin’s intellectual interlocutors we also find an interesting mix of Jews and  
non-Jews. But here again, we mustn’t privilege Jewishness too quickly: in his political thought we 
find a splendid eclectic mixture of ideas absorbed from distinct thinkers, such as Benjamin 
Constant, the British idealist philosopher and historian Robin George Collingwood, the hawkish 
Zionist Namier, the Viennese anti-positivist philosopher Karl R. Popper and many others. Of the 
above only Popper and Namier qualify somehow—if one speaks in strict Halachic terms—as Jews, 
although both were born and raised in a quintessentially assimilated family that was remote  
from its ethno-religious roots. Namier may have pushed Berlin to think more seriously about 
sovereignty, community and soil, but this was not based on ideas either one of them found in 
Jewish texts as much as in sociological and political theoretical texts produced in Europe of the 
nineteenth and twentieth century. Popper was even more alienated from his Jewishness. He refused 
to identify himself as a Jew, alluded to no Jewish text in his writing and considered Zionism to be 
nothing but a petrified form of Jewish racialism that was both stupid and wrong [86]. Popper, for 
sure, is the last thinker to be included in the traditions Biale, Walzer and others wish to portray, and 
even the inclusion of Namier in it would require us to demonstrate startling conceptual flexibility 
which runs the risk of analytical overstretching. Not so much because of the biographies of the two, 
as due to the nature and content of their writings. 
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Yet, there is an alternative way to provide an account of Berlin’s Jewishness. This can be done 
not by labeling his philosophy Jewish, nor by squeezing him into the confined box the phrase 
Jewish (secular or religious) political tradition denotes. This can be done if Jewishness would be 
located in the realm of the context, not the text. Or, more precisely: by seeing Berlin’s Jewishness 
as generator of questions and problems, not of answers and solutions. Robin George Collingwood 
wrote eloquently quite long ago about a historical logic of questions and answers reminding us that 
the meaning of a given proposition is always relative to the question it answers [87]. Later on, Hans 
Georg Gadamer, paying homage to Collingwood in his monumental Wahrheit und Methode (Truth 
and Method), suggested returning to a logic of question and answer which he found as a source of 
inspiration and a means to understanding an historical text [88]. Drawing freely on these 
hermeneutic approaches, we can offer a contextualized reading of political philosophy if the texts 
are read as answers to a question, dilemma or problem that emerged, in specific historical 
circumstances and due to unique conditions, outside the text. As I this essay showed, Berlin's 
opportunity concept crystallized and took shape out of the personal dilemmas, existential doubts 
and ideological queries he experienced in the 1940s, and especially those related to his Jewish 
identity and ambivalent love affair with Zionism. Some of the definitive distinctive characteristics 
that provide Berlin’s liberal thought its unique flavor emerged from these personal predicaments, 
and it is from this specific historical context that his attempt to provide a philosophical defense of 
Jewish nationalism that would be compatible with the central tents of Cold War Liberalism 
emerged. Jewishness and Jewish nationalism yielded problems and created challenges we, as 
intellectual historians, can use to contextualize one’s thought. In Berlin’s case, these were 
questions that he could not disregard or flout. Consequently, a large number of his key texts reveal 
attempts to come to terms with these questions, with various degrees of success. Ironically or not, 
the answers to the Jewish questions were found in a peculiar mixture of Herder and Mill, not the 
rabbis. We may have not explained how to solve the tension between liberty and community, but 
we are now at least able to understand why Berlin believed so strongly that political philosophy 
cannot ignore the fact that, at the end of the day, no man is an island. 
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Abstract: Konrad Wolf was one of the most enigmatic intellectuals of East Germany. 
The son of the Jewish Communist playwright Friedrich Wolf and the brother of Markus 
Wolf—the head of the GDR’s Foreign Intelligence Agency—Konrad Wolf was exiled 
in Moscow during the Nazi era and returned to Germany as a Red Army soldier by the 
end of World War Two. This article examines Wolf’s 1968 autobiographical film I was 
Nineteen (Ich war Neunzehn), which narrates the final days of World War II—and the 
initial formation of postwar reality—from the point of view of an exiled German 
volunteer in the Soviet Army. In analyzing Wolf’s portrayals of the German landscape, 
I argue that he used the audio-visual clichés of Heimat-symbolism in order to 
undermine the sense of a homogenous and apolitical community commonly associated 
with this concept. Thrown out of their original contexts, his displaced Heimat images 
negotiate a sense of a heterogeneous community, which assumes multi-layered 
identities and highlights the shared ideology rather than the shared origins of the 
members of the national community. Reading Wolf from this perspective places him 
within a tradition of innovative Jewish intellectuals who turned Jewish sensibilities into 
a major part of modern German mainstream culture. 

Keywords: Heimat; GDR; Konrad Wolf; Ich war Neunzehn 
 

1. Introduction 

At first glance, Konrad Wolf’s 1968 film I was Nineteen (Ich war Neunzehn) is a story of  
a triumphant homecoming. The protagonist Gregor Hecker, a Communist German-Jew, returns 
from exile together with the marching Red Army on its way toward Berlin in the spring of 1945 
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(Figure 1a). Serving as a translator, he seems to personify a bridge between German and Russian 
nationalities, a link between the invading Soviets and the local—political, psychological and 
natural—landscape. The film begins, accordingly, with an ostensibly serene reunion between the 
protagonist and his homeland, which he left behind when the Nazis took power. Together with him, 
viewers are offered a panoramic view of the scenery, a wide river flows peacefully in the fog, with 
solemn hill slopes emerging in the background and small rafts crossing leisurely (Figure 1b). 

This scenic view blends different themes and emphases. It combines the historical realism of the 
Soviet military campaign, the universal, psychological drama of an émigré’s return to his place of 
birth, and the conventional imagery of German Heimat culture. The utilization of such imagery 
indicates that Hecker is not merely marching into a defeated state, but is rather returning to his 
Heimat, namely, to the “authentic” national landscape, undistracted by the annihilating forces of 
modernization and war. At first glance, the Heimat paradigm appears to reconcile the tensions 
between the universal and individual-psychological aspects of the scene. The protagonist’s 
homecoming fits well within the generic narrative of Heimat culture (in particular in the aftermath 
of World War II), in which, conventionally, the rediscovered landscape and way of life of the 
community reminds the protagonist that—notwithstanding the reasons for his departure and his 
experiences during his journeys—there is “no place like home” [1]. Shortly thereafter, however, I 
was Nineteen deviates from the familiar formula, as Gregor Hecker’s voice shatters the idyllic 
image of the German landscape and places it within a reality of violence, alienation and despair: 
“the war is lost,” he announces in German through the loudspeakers to the Wehrmacht soldiers on 
the other side of the river, “and you are in a hopeless position” (Figure 1c). 

Figure 1. (a) Gregor Hecker, the protagonist of Konrad Wolf’s I was Nineteen.  
(b). Opening sequence: the first encounter of the prodigal son with the homeland.  
(c). The Heimat as a sphere of violence and despair. 

 
a 



220 

Figure 1. Cont. 
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c 

The incongruence of the peaceful scenery and the true nature of the scene—suggested by the 
repeated sentence emanating from the unseen loudspeakers—constitutes the former, generic 
Heimat imagery as a mere deception. This sense of deception is a cardinal element in the early 
films of Konrad Wolf (1925–1982), one of the most prominent East-German film-makers. It 
provides the framework within which Wolf formulated his cinematic reflections about the recent 
German past and the reconstitution of German nationalism after the National Socialist catastrophe. 
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Based on a close reading of I was Nineteen, this article underscores the ways in which Wolf 
phrased his criticism of the formation of postwar German identity in the GDR through 
manipulation of Heimat symbolism. In undermining the generic imagery associated with the 
concept of Heimat (especially since 1933, when the perception of Heimat as a concept revolving 
“around the central themes of race, blood and German destiny” was standardized under Nazi rule [2]), 
Wolf sought to override the notion of collective identity it entailed: namely, that of a homogeneous 
community molded by its “authentic” attachment to the national landscape. Perceived in this 
manner, the concept of Heimat symbolized Wolf’s incorrigible otherness as a German Jew. His 
portrayal of the final days of Nazi Germany, therefore, is formulated as a struggle against the 
attempt to view the local landscape as a metaphor for a German nationality that predetermines  
his otherness. 

Since the late nineteenth century, and particularly in the aftermath of the World Wars, Heimat 
iconography offered a unique linkage between the regional landscapes and shared national 
characteristics, providing symbolism in which the familiar local landscape functioned as a metaphor 
for the abstract qualities of the nation [3–5]. Drawing on this tradition, Wolf described his works as 
an ongoing search for a Heimat, for a place in which he—through his protagonists—would feel “at 
home”; the place which would connect him with “his people” [6]. The discussion below suggests, 
however, that Wolf’s quest for a genuine Heimat undermined the mythic powers of this imagery 
and portrayed it as a destructive illusion. Wolf’s exploitation of the Heimat metaphor in search of a 
new German identity reveals a distinctive endeavor to face the challenge of the problematic 
German-Jewish “symbiosis” in post-Holocaust East-Germany. Blending irony and optimism, Wolf 
offered his viewers a vision of a community based on shared values and experiences rather than on 
inborn characteristics. His critique of the Heimat ideal, and his position as an “outsider within,” 
was nonetheless rooted in the political paradigms of the Cold War. A sober supporter of German 
socialism, Wolf did not believe that the socialist credo alone would solve the ‘Jewish problem’; he 
rather interpreted Socialism as a distinctive, critical viewpoint, according to which guidelines for a 
new path in German (and German-Jewish) history could be marked. 

2. German-Jewish Dialog in the East-German Heimat 

At the core of Heimat symbolism lie the contours and characteristics of the national community, 
its formation and its manifestations, and the changes in the political and social reality over time [7]. 
Postcards, poems, political addresses and films, have portrayed the environment of the Heimat and 
the relationships between the members of its community as the essential influence on the formation 
of individual identity within this sphere [8,9]. In his survey of pre-1918 Heimat iconography, Alon 
Confino, found that it served a dual objective: to indicate the (metaphorical) uniformity of “the 
local, regional, and national way of life,” and to depict “the nation as a community within nature 
and in harmony with nature” [10]. It therefore incorporated “generic” landmarks, such as 
inconspicuous brooks, hills, and trees, alongside human-made objects, such as (unidentified) 
church towers. As recent scholarship has noted, contrary to a commonly held belief, Heimat 
imagery has never manifested a merely reactionary (and nationalist) longing for pre-modern 
harmony, but rather reflected an attempt to reconcile tensions that characterize times of 
fundamental social, cultural and political transformation [11–13]. This iconography, however, 
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gained additional connotations in the aftermath of World War One and during the Nazi period. The 
notion of Heimat enabled the imagination of the nation as being detached from the war defeat, from 
the state’s deep political crisis, and from the ‘foreign’ elements within modern German society. 
Within the then popular terminology of Ferdinand Tönnis’ paradigms [14], Heimat enabled modern 
society in Germany to imagine itself as a German national community. 

The history of the utilization of Heimat symbolism in German film begins in the early years of 
German cinema. Considered to be the only “genuine German genre,” Heimatfilm contemplated the 
perennial conflicts of German society by combining a highly modernized technology of 
representation with iconic imagery of pre-modern, or ostensibly timeless, landscape [15–17]. 
Scholarly discussion of West-German Heimatfilm often refers to its immense popularity during the 
years of restoration under Adenauer’s conservative regime, when the general mood was consistent 
with the genre’s emphasis on nation-building and reconciliation of social tensions [18]. According 
to this interpretation, the panoramic images of a de-politicized landscape, detached from recent 
catastrophes, served a need both for escapism and nation-building in the years that followed the 
immense destruction and loss of the war. 

Scholars have, until recently, tended to disregard the important role played by Heimat imagery, 
and Heimatfilm in particular, in the nation-building process and the establishment of national 
ideology in the GDR [19]. However, the current interest in the productions of DEFA (Deutsche 
Film Aktien-Gesellschaft, the East German national studios)—which underlines the role of genre 
films and transnational influences—facilitates a better informed discussion of the East German 
Heimatfilm of the 1950s and its socio-political roles [20]. It was, for instance, noted that films such 
as Martin Hellberg’s Das verurteilte Dorf (The Condemned Village, 1952) and Der Ochse von 
Kulm (The Ox from Kulm, 1955) effectively mobilized Heimat imagery to serve the ideology of the 
SED. These films exploited the sentiments evoked by this imagery in modern German popular 
culture in order to reflect on the role of the GDR as the defender of “genuine” German attributes 
under threat from the capitalist superpower [21]. 

Heimatfilm’s conventions are abundant in Konrad Wolf’s films, in particular in the early years 
of his career. His debut as a film director, Einmal ist Keinmal (One Time is no Time, 1955), is a 
musical fairytale that incorporates various elements of the Heimatfilm genre. Utilizing scenery and 
soundtrack that echoed the traditional Heimat culture, Wolf’s narrative—a love story involving a 
local girl and a visitor from West Germany—underlines the reconciliation of ideological tensions 
through the metaphor of harmonious integration of different musical traditions. When viewed 
alongside other contemporaneous East-German productions, however, it becomes apparent that 
several features of this film distance it from the political outlines of other Heimat-films made by 
DEFA: e.g., the ironic dialogues, the blend of realism and mystic components, and the airing of the 
distinctive point of view of a stranger, a visitor, throughout the film [22]. Wolf’s fascination with 
Heimatfilm’s conventional imagery is apparent in several later films, albeit in more implicit 
manner. Most notably, in films that portrayed the recent German history—such as Sterne (Stars, 
1959) and Sonnensucher (Sun Seekers, 1958)—he recurrently displayed panoramic vista of 
Heimat-style landscape. With the transition to more concrete political circumstances, however, the 
lightheaded contemplations presented in the magical forest of One Time is no Time were replaced 
by a sense of urgency and gravity. This trend reaches its climax in Wolf’s 1968 I was Nineteen. 
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Here, reflecting on the Soviet occupation and on the East-Germans’ ability to overcome the trauma 
of the war, Wolf presents Heimat imagery as an uncanny interference, unrelated to and yet 
underlining the horrors of the real world. Staged as a journey in a displaced Heimat, I was Nineteen 
underscores the dissociation between the imaginary Heimat and home. As I argue below, the film is 
a desperate attempt to restore the notion of a German community through the annihilation of the 
ideas and sentiments associated with Heimat. Eventually he calls for a new type of community that 
would encourage the assimilation of the social elements that could not participate in the Heimat 
ideal; a new German-Jewish symbiosis, that is. 

In his widely cited and harsh criticism of the notion of “German-Jewish symbiosis,” Gershom 
Scholem asserted that such a concept was dangerously misleading, since there had never been a 
genuine dialog between Germans and Jews in the pre-Nazi era. Jews, he maintained, could venture 
into the German national discourse—could be a part of, and influence, German identity—only as 
individuals who endeavored to efface the differences between them and their German ‘hosts,’ not “as 
Jews,” [23,24]. Current scholars have criticized the “wrong and a-historical” notion of authentic 
and recognizably different Jewish and German cultural identities embedded in Scholem’s 
terminology [25–27]. The emphasis has therefore shifted to the experiences and perceptions of the 
German-Jewish “symbiosis.” Jack Zipes, for instance, depicted the German-Jewish intellectual 
experience in terms of a “failed” symbiosis, a phenomenon to which Jews aspired and depicted as a 
necessity, while at the same time acknowledging its impossibility and its ‘destructive’ potential 
[28]. Dan Diner’s oft-cited reflection on the “negative” symbiosis locates it in post-World War II 
West Germany, where the presence of Jews generated a sense of “contradictory mutuality” that 
places Auschwitz as a major point of reference for both Jewish and German identities, and enabled 
the formation of post-Holocaust German nationalism (or the “reidentification of Germans with 
Germany”) [29]. According to this argument, postwar West-German Jews have had an important 
role, qua Jews, in the German discourse of national identity, but did not, nor could they, participate 
in this discourse. 

Scholars of the German Democratic Republic tend to portray the German-Jewish dialog in East-
Germany in a way that recalls Scholem’s depiction of the pre-1933 lack of symbiosis—i.e., 
integration into the discourse as individuals, not as Jews—rather than Diner’s portrayal of the 
West-German pattern. Even though since the mid-1950s the GDR—like its Western counterpart—
tolerated the activity of the Jewish community, funded it, and incorporated it into the post-Nazi 
national ethos, scholars commonly note that the Jews who rose to prominence in the cultural arena 
were not part of the Jewish community and have not identified themselves with its traditions and 
practices [30,31]. “Staunchly refus[ing] to consider themselves Jews,” as one scholar remarked, 
these intellectuals and artists often regarded their Jewish ancestry as something related merely to 
religious conviction, and hence irrelevant to their German identity in the atheist-socialist GDR. 
Allegedly, like the Jews mentioned by Scholem, they became an important element of German 
national discourse only once they had marginalized their Jewish identity [33]. 

At first glance, Konrad Wolf seems to fit well within these parameters. The son of the famous 
Communist physician and playwright Friedrich Wolf, and the brother of Markus Wolf, the head of 
the GDR foreign intelligence (Hauptverwaltung Aufklärung), Wolf was undeniably one of the most 
prominent and influential film-makers of the GDR, who received local and international 
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recognition as a representative of the emerging culture of his state. Similar to several other 
prominent artists and intellectuals of Jewish ancestry, Wolf was not a practicing Jew and his films 
hardly include any explicit identification with Judaism or with the Jewish people. A closer look at 
his films, however, reveals a more nuanced, multifaceted approach to the German-Jewish question, 
which deviates from a mere refusal to be identified as a Jew. 

Wolf’s life and works have underscored a variety of seemingly insoluble tensions caused by 
different perceptions of identity. Exiled in Moscow with his family since 1933, the youthful Wolf 
enthusiastically embraced Russian Communism, served in the Soviet military, and returned to 
Moscow after the war to complete his training as a film-maker. Here, he could hardly overlook the 
widespread anti-Semitic sentiments in the Moscow of the late Stalinist era [34]. Notably, Wolf’s 
experiences as a conspicuous outsider during these years—both in Germany (as a Jew and as a 
soldier in the Red Army) and in Moscow (as a Jew and as a German)—did not drive him to the 
cultural margins of East-Germany [35,36]. His work, rather, incorporated his constant sense of 
alienation into the GDR’s mainstream national culture. While Western critics associated him with 
the genius and the rebellious spirit of contemporaneous “New Wave” film-makers [37], the 
political leadership of the East-German state embraced him and appointed him head of the National 
Academy of Arts (a position he held from 1965 until his death in 1982). A member of the Central 
Committee of the governing Socialist Union Party (SED), Wolf declared that his entire 
filmography was facilitated by and dedicated to the ideas and values espoused by the party [38,39]. 
Nevertheless, despite the recognition accorded to his work by the state, his films were recurrently 
criticized by representatives of the SED and its suppoters for their “non-persuasive,” or 
“superficial” ideological content [40]. In some cases, the ‘vagueness’ of his messages appeared to 
threaten the party’s objectives; his film Sonnensucher (Sun Seekers, 1958) was banned for thirteen 
years before it was allowed to be screened. The ambivalence that caracterized his career, his 
immanent role as both insider and outsider to the socialist state, appears to correspond with his 
perception of German national identity and his place therein. Indeed, the grater part of his 
filmogrpahy focuses on rebellious individuals who seek to belong to the community without 
relinquishing their peculiarities; men and women who aspire to be insiders as outsiders (e.g., in 
Der geteilte Himmel, Divided Heaven, 1963; Solo Sunny, 1978; and Goya, 1971) [41]. 

3. I was Nineteen: A Homeland without a Home 

To a large extent an autobiographical film, I was Nineteen narrates the final days of World War 
II from the point of view of Gregor Hecker, who—like Konrad Wolf—left Germany for the Soviet 
Union when he was eight, after the Nazis took power, and returned to his homeland as a nineteen 
year old soldier in the Red Army. Gregor’s journey toward Berlin, into the German heart of 
darkness, occurs at a unique historical moment, namely, once the collapse of the National-Socialist 
State has become inevitable and before a new regime, a new national ideology, and a new notion of 
German identity have been established. Condensed to just a few hours that cover the end of World 
War II and the initial inkling of the Cold War, the events in the film also occur in a metaphorical 
realm, in which various perceptions of the German past and future are confronted. As he becomes 
re-acquainted with the German landscape, Gregor encounters a variety of German “types,” such as 
a small town bourgeois couple; a member of the pre-1933 communist party; a wounded blind 
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soldier; a still devoted SS officer, and an opportunist SS officer who exploits his privileges in order 
to survive the war; a contemplative intellectual; and an anxious, helpless family of farmers. These 
encounters repeatedly engender discussions about the “meaning” of Germany’s recent history and 
about the ‘essence’ and the prospects of the national community. In the final scene Gregor joins 
forces with some deserting Wehrmacht soldiers against their common enemy, the still loyal SS 
units. At the end of this chain of events, which marks the end of the film, Konrad Wolf declares—
this time in his own voice—“I am German.” Set in a lone farmhouse by a small stream, surrounded 
by trees, fields and hills, the depiction of this new alliance appears to suggest that Gregor has 
found—or rediscovered—his genuine community in “his” Heimat. The rediscovery of the German 
Heimat seems to match scholars’ reading of I was Nineteen as a cornerstone of DEFA’s antifascist 
film, which “allowed filmmakers to remap the affective landscape of antifascism, reassess its 
historical status, and reaffirm its meaning for the present” [42]. 

This impression, I argue, is wrong; I was Nineteen is a film about the deception and the danger 
embedded in the notion of Heimat, and represents an attempt to undermine its enduring hold on the 
national imagination. At the beginning of the film, after the crossing of the river mentioned above, 
Georg is back in his land of birth. The return of the protagonist to the German landscape is a 
narrative framework that resonates with that of the conventional Heimatfilm (including Wolf’s One 
Time is no Time): an outsider arrives at the Heimat and eventually discovers that he belongs there; 
that he has come home. Yet, as in the unfolding of the opening scene, I was Nineteen sets up this 
framework in order to subvert its premise. Throughout the film Gregor seems to be devoid of 
Heimatgefühl, namely, of the emotional link to the place and the community to which one belongs; 
or, simply, of the feeling of “being at home” [43,44]. Wolf employs two main methods to confer 
this lack of Heimatgefühl. First, while set in “German” territory, the film consists primarily of 
movement and transitions of the scenery. Rather than being-in the landscape, Gregor relentlessly 
drives from one place to another together with his unit. One is shown no maps or given any 
strategic reasoning for the movement throughout the film. Depicted from Gregor’s point of view, 
that of an uninformed ordinary soldier, his constant motion appears arbitrary, if not irrational. Like 
many of his fellow soldiers, Gregor is mostly confused about his whereabouts. His disorientation in 
the Heimat is compounded by the ostensibly arbitrary pauses in the journey. While the reason for 
some of these pauses is explained—e.g., the wish to prevent unnecessary bloodshed by convincing 
some German soldiers to surrender—most of the halts seem to occur at random (to the viewers and 
apparently to Gregor): e.g., in the home of a German intellectual; in the Sachsenhausen 
concentration camp; or in a riverside garden, where a man suspected of collaborating with the 
Nazis is captured and executed by another unit. 

Gregor’s inability to feel at home in the Heimat is underlined when he is appointed by his 
officer – again, in a seemingly arbitrary fashion—to the post of governor of a small German town. 
In this capacity he meets a young local woman, who craves his affection (and protection). The 
anticipated romantic union between the returning exile and representative of the young German 
generation appears at first to be a metaphor for a new potential union of different elements of post-
war German society. Shortly thereafter, however—and as abruptly as he was appointed—Gregor is 
ordered to leave the town and moves on. His emphatic-yet-unconcerned approach toward the fate 
of the woman he leaves behind further accentuates his lack of emotional attachment to the land and 
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its inhabitants. A similar indifference is exhibited during his encounter with an injured Wehrmacht 
soldier, when his vehicle momentarily comes to a halt on a small bridge. Gregor engages in 
conversation with the blinded soldier, speaking German in a way that emphasizes their belonging 
to the same nationality. Their camaraderie, nonetheless, is based on a lie. The blind German fails to 
notice—or pretends to be oblivious to the fact—that Gregor is part of the enemy’s military (their 
dialog focuses on the question of where is Gregor “from,” i.e., from which region in Germany). 
This false camaraderie is short-lived and Gregor soon moves on, unfeelingly leaving the man to  
die there. 

I was Nineteen is thus a film about moving through the land, rather than about returning to and 
residing in the place where the protagonist “belongs.” The abovementioned small town episode 
also serves to demonstrate the second method Wolf employs to undermine the expectations 
associated with the conventional tale of homecoming, namely, his apparent discomfort in actual 
German homes. When Gregor visits homes during the film, such as the apartment he confiscates 
for his office as local governor, he restlessly moves around in them, seldom sitting still. His 
behavior indoors oscillates between irritation and lack of confidence; even though he ‘owns’ the 
house, since his bedroom is also his office he is devoid of genuine privacy, a foundational element 
of the feeling of being at home. His inability to feel at home in Germany is underscored on a visit 
to the home of a “typical” German intellectual, who contemplates the origins of Nazism with the 
young Soviet officers in his library. Gregor refuses both to sit comfortably in the living room and 
to engage in conversation about German culture. His sense of unease with regard to the German 
home is manifested in his lack of interest in the particularities of the German cultural heritage. He 
cares little for the ‘German psyche’ (as revealed in the national culture) and has little patience for 
German music (contrary to other Red Army officers who are eager to listen to German music and 
to discuss its merit). Unlike his curious Russian fellows, his body language expresses agitation. He 
longs to be out of there. 

Notably, Gregor’s inability to feel at home is matched by his apparent inability to articulate the 
Jewish dimension of his identity. During his various encounters with Germans, he is repeatedly 
asked whether he is Jewish (some, like the conniving SS adjutant he meets in Spandau, ask 
directly; others, like the blind soldier, inquire indirectly about his family business in Köln). Gregor 
responds to these inquiries with a silent—at times almost embarrassed—gaze. Only once in the 
film does he reveal his emotions (or at least his confusion) regarding his ties with the Jewish 
people. This dramatic (and brief) display of emotion takes place at a rare moment in the film, when 
it abruptly deviates from Gregor’s point of view and turns to a visit by Soviet generals in the now-
deserted Sachsenhausen concentration camp. The generals listen to an explanation of the camp’s 
methods of extermination by a former operator of the local machinery. This powerful sequence cuts 
between the didactic exploration of the Nazi killing machine and the wet face of Gregor, who is 
taking a shower in an unspecified location. As he covers his eyes with a towel, Gregor’s rage and 
helplessness appear to be a direct response to the murder of Jews (which is immediately contrasted 
by the somber and objectively detached faces of the generals in the camp). In the following shot, 
the generals ask the operator about the identity of the victims of the camp, to which the latter 
replies with the politically correct answer: “mostly Russians.” When the camera cuts from this 
laconic statement to a close-up of Gregor’s tormented face, it renders his inability to cope with this 
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dismissal of the Jewish victims as “Russians,” with the effacement of their difference. This tension 
defines Gregor’s identity: he is not prepared to identify himself as (merely) Jewish, and cannot feel 
(merely) Russian or German. He can feel at home only in the space that lies in-between these fixed 
identities. Accordingly, this portrayal of the tensions inherent to his identity occurs at a rare 
moment in the film, in which Gregor—taking a shower—engages in an activity normally 
performed in private, at home. This is, however, a privacy of isolation. Gregor’s silent defiance in 
the shower-room highlights his inability to express and communicate self-identity in private. 

4. “I am German”: Heimat as a Sphere of Deception and Violence 

The aforementioned opening scene encapsulates Wolf’s attitude toward the sentiments aroused 
by the concept of Heimat and its role in German national identity. The river, the hills, and the rafts 
on the foggy water convey the impression of a nostalgic postcard of generic German scenery and 
the human activity integrated peacefully within it. They appear to confirm the idea of a pre-modern 
German sphere that embodies national values and glory unaffected by the defeats of the fatherland. 
It soon becomes apparent, however, that this is the sphere of defeat. The sounds that accompany 
these images, the Red Army’s announcement of the German defeat, in effect split the image of the 
national landscape: the visual elements display an imaginary harmony, anchored in a particular 
national tradition but devoid of any particularities of time and space; the soundtrack, by contrast, 
locates the occurrences in a specific historical moment, specific territory, and a specific political 
context. Notably, the reason for this audio-visual anomaly—the call to surrender—is announced by 
the protagonist, whose story recounts Konrad Wolf’s own war-time experiences. Thus, the rupture 
in the Heimat image, and its alienating effect, is brought about by the particular presence of Konrad 
Wolf: it is he—a German-Jew and a devoted socialist – who cannot exist within the harmonious 
Heimat without ruining it. As an outsider, his mere presence in this imagined landscape tears  
it apart. 

The disturbing presence of the (Jewish) outsider likewise underscores the nature of the fantasy 
embedded in the cultural encoding of the Heimat. It only exists as long as contemporary politics, 
violence and war, are overlooked. Notably, Wolf does not mourn the evaporation of the Heimat 
illusion, but is quick to demonstrate its potential menace. As the fog clears, it reveals the true 
nature of the leisurely floating “rafts”: rather than a traditional means of transportation, they serve 
as improvised gallows for people suspected of undermining the national war endeavor (Figure 2a 
and b). The Heimat landscape, the imagined a-political, authentic sphere, conceals the violence 
inflicted on the individual by the “homogenous” community. This conviction, which appears in 
different contexts in some of Wolf’s other films (most notably in Stars, Sterne, 1959), constitutes a 
fundamental principle in I was Nineteen; a key to its understanding as an attempt to rethink the rise 
and fall of East German nationality. 

The presentation of the detached national landscape, untouched by modernity and war, as a 
realm of devastating deception is repeated throughout Gregor Hecker’s homecoming journey. It 
reaches its climax toward the end of the film, in a scene in which the protagonist and other 
exhausted Red Army soldiers find respite on a small hill by the side of the road. With a panoramic 
view of the rolling fields, scenery apparently unscathed by recent horrors, the men momentarily 
forget their role as combat soldiers, play games, and engage in sincere conversation. This idyll is 
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interrupted when other Red Army tanks approach the field. As the weary young men wave to their 
comrades, the arriving tanks open lethal fire (Figure 3). It is quickly revealed that these tanks serve 
SS units in disguise, who continue with the killing despite the imminent end of the war. As in the 
opening scene, the iconographic Heimat imagery forms the backdrop to cruel—and redundant—
violence; the feeling of being in the Heimat, in a place removed from the worries of the present, 
facilitates deception and its violent outcomes. 

Figure 2. (a) A gallows looms above the foggy German river in I was Nineteen. (b). A 
close look at reveals the reason for the brutal death: deviation from the shared beliefs 
and objectives of the national community. 

 
a 

 
b 
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Figure 3. SS-militants in Red Army tanks shoot at the resting soldiers. The serene 
landscape as a place of deception and senseless death. 

 

The ultimate rejection of the ideas and sentiments associated with the imagery of Heimat is 
delivered in the film’s final scene. In the last moments of the war, Gregor stops his vehicle by a 
picturesque farmhouse and, together with his Russian commander and friend Sascha, convinces 
retreating German soldiers to lay down their weapons. In its composition, this scene mirrors the 
opening sequence. By contrast to the opening scene, however, this time the weary Wehrmacht men 
cross the narrow stream towards Gregor and throw down their guns as they accept that the war has 
come to an end. Strangely and reluctantly, Gregor senses an emotional bond with (or responsibility 
for) a young German soldier, and promises to deliver a letter from him to his family in Berlin. 
These emotions are expressed after the surrendering soldier reclaims his firearm. He now 
voluntarily fights alongside Gregor and Sascha against the remaining SS loyalists who drive along 
the other bank of the river and shoot at their capitulating compatriots. During the shooting, the little 
daughter of the farmers is caught in the line of fire, but is miraculously unharmed (thereby 
symbolizing, as in countless German films about the end of WWII, the future reconstruction of the 
nation by the young, innocent generation). Before this absurd incident is over, however, Gregor’s 
close Russian friend Sascha is fatally hit by a stray bullet. 

The shock of the meaningless death of his friend forms the backdrop against which the film 
presents a series of Heimat-style images. As in the opening scene, here too there is a conspicuous 
dissonance between the visual and audio elements of the image. And, once again, it is the voice of 
the protagonist, or of Konrad Wolf, that shatters the harmony of the imagined Heimat. As the 
Führer-loyalists drive away from the scene Gregor grabs the microphone—through which he 
previously declared the war to be over—and screams at the departing vehicles that his war has not 
ended, that he will continue “until you are dead […] until there’s no place left for you, nowhere on 
this planet; until you cannot shoot anymore, you criminals” (Figure 4). 
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Figure 4. Gregor Hecker’s voice interrupts the tranquil scenery and undermines  
the Heimatgefühl. 

 

 

Furthermore, the most iconic Heimat image in this scene, and probably in the entire film, is 
displayed during the course of this desperate cry (Figure 5a). A wide-angle shot of the landscape 
includes the house and its barn (with cross-shaped windows, which allude to the Christian element 
of the landscape’s dwellers), some undistinguished hills in the background, a small river and some 
trees, alongside manmade components, such as dirt roads, a wooden fence, and even telegraph 
lines. This serene combination of old and new, human creation and nature, local and “typically” 
national is the essential aspect of Heimat-imagination, and the main source of its allure. Displayed 
first during a pause in Gregor’s monolog, this image seems almost detached from the violent 
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conflict and the futile death that this place has witnessed. Wolf adds here a further layer to his 
disdain for the destructive deception of the concept of Heimat. This ideal image of harmony within 
the Heimat is shown here from a specific point of view: that of the SS-militants on the other bank 
of the river; this is the only perspective from which a homogenous community can be seen to 
prosper in its ‘authentic’ habitat (as becomes clear when Gregor’s point of view is shown, Figure 5b). 

Figure 5. (a) I was Nineteen, final scene: harmony of man and nature from the SS point 
of view. (b). Gregor’s point of view during the same scene shows the shooting SS-
militants across the river. 

 
a 

 
b 
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The concluding shot of the film is another Heimat-styled image, namely, a narrow dirt road in 
the midst of hilly fields. The human component of this image, however, does not signify a 
harmonious being-in the space, removed from modern conflicts, but rather portrays the exodus of 
Germans from the Heimat. A long line of defeated Wehrmacht soldiers is shown marching away 
from the camera, and away from the serene fields toward imprisonment and exile. In contrast to its 
conventional role in the German imagination, the Heimat here becomes the realm that manifests the 
results of politics in a most lurid manner. And this departure from the Heimat forms the backdrop 
to Wolf’s concluding statement, “I am German.” He can only be “German” when the Heimat as 
well as the ideals associated with it is deserted (Figure 6). 

Figure 6. The defeated German soldiers marching away from the Heimat scenery. 

 

5. “I am German”? The Failure to Produce an Alternative National Sphere 

To a large extent, therefore, I was Nineteen is a cinematic rejection of the premise of Heimat—
i.e., of an authentic connection between the landscape and the homogenous community that dwells 
in it—and an exhibition of its destructive role in the formation of German national identity. Wolf 
goes further in this film, however, and endeavors to envisage an alternative public sphere, which 
could provide a new principle of collectivity to replace the Heimat’s ethnic homogeneity. 

The key scene of I was Nineteen introduces an alternative German national sphere. In this scene, 
the protagonist and a fellow Soviet officer enter the dungeons of the Spandau fortress on the 
outskirts of Berlin to discuss the terms of surrender with the German soldiers, SS officers, and 
civilians who have taken refuge there. Deep underground, the meeting place affords an ephemeral 
impression of detachment from the outside world and in particular from the “German” landscape. It 
is nonetheless infused with politics: the protagonist urges the Germans—representatives of party 
and military institutions—to make a decision contrary to their standing orders and possibly their 
worldviews, namely, to capitulate and secure the lives of the wounded, of the women and children, 



233 

 

and of the officers themselves. The subterranean hall in which the meeting takes place thus 
becomes a unique sphere from which a new Germany could emerge at the end of the war. The 
evolution of this new Germany is, however, dependent on the outcome of the (political) debate 
among the survivors, and between them and the Red Army delegates (Figure 7a). No wonder, 
therefore, that the devoted Nazis attending this meeting not only decline the offer, but also cut short 
the discussion, arguing that this is no time to “discuss political matters” (Figure 7b). 

Figure 7. a. Representatives of the different elements in GDR society discuss the 
condition for future cooperation. b. below: The command of the SS officer, not to 
“discuss political matters,” terminates the potential reconciliation. 

 
a 

 
b 

The people gathered in the cellar of the fortress embody the different strata of the future GDR’s 
population and ideology: victims of Nazi aggression and (potentially reformed) servants of the 
Nazi war machine; German civilians who suffered the consequences of the Allied offensive, 
alongside a Jew returned from exile and a benevolent Soviet official. This scene in fact replicates a 
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similar situation in Wolf’s earlier film Sun Seeker, in which the East-German uranium miners 
gather in a tunnel to debate the rationale and the outcomes of their labor. The group of miners 
likewise includes several elements of the new GDR, from former Nazis and devoted communists to 
Holocaust survivors, intellectuals, and rebellious youth. Eventually, through the lengthy 
discussions of the merits of their work, these different elements merge to form a community united 
by shared ideals and morals (the Heimat thus becomes an ideal public sphere, in Habermasian 
terms, in which objectives and policies are openly discussed and decided [45]). Unlike the miners’ 
ongoing debate, however, the encounter in the fortress portrayed in I was Nineteen ends without a 
political outcome that would bind the participants together despite (or because of) their differences. 
Symbolically, after the failure of the meeting the fortress is portrayed as a space that offers no hope 
for the future. In the following scene, a frantic young boy confesses to the savage killing of two 
Russian soldiers and wins a medal for bravery (implicitly, the SS officer who pins his own 
decorations on the boy exploits the occasion to rid himself of these incriminating insignia). 
Moreover, the SS officer who conspires to prevent capitulation sneaks away from the fortress to 
escape the consequences of his scheme. This ending of the scene does not merely subvert plain 
justice. It implies that any future society that evolves from the German catastrophe is likely to be 
founded by people like the escaped officer rather than by the obedient others, left in the fortress to 
die or to be expelled to POW camps in the Soviet Union. The final shot of this scene notably 
returns the viewers to the fantasy of a German landscape. As the SS-man escapes through the 
fortress’s underground tunnels, Gregor watches him rowing away on the peaceful lake to vanish 
amid the trees and the fog. 

6. Conclusions 

I was Nineteen is Wolf’s most elaborate attempt to envisage an alternative German identity, 
which would integrate ‘foreign’ elements through a shared vision and common objectives. The 
guiding principle of this film’s imagery is to manipulate the cultural imagination associated with 
the notion of Heimat in the post-World War II German nationality. Heimat films played an 
important role in the nation building endeavor of the Cold War era in West and East Germany 
alike. The ideas associated with this imaginary sphere implied the existence of an authentic 
German identity, detached from the conflicts and catastrophes of the twentieth-century, which 
would facilitate the reconciliation of social tensions within a homogeneous community. An exiled 
Communist Jew, Konrad Wolf’s identification with such a concept of community was always 
bound to be problematic. Yet Wolf was not a marginal or a subversive artist; he was a most 
prominent representative of GDR national culture, who fervently identified with what he 
interpreted as the objectives and ideology of the ruling socialist party. 

Wolf’s manipulation of Heimat symbolism provided a particular cultural context for his films, 
and transformed them from the realm of individual psychology to that of collective (German) 
identity. Through its ironic use of the audio-visual clichés of the Heimatfilm genre, I was 
Nineteen’s imagery associates the horrors of German history with the longing for harmonious 
integration of old and new, and the nostalgic yearning to melt down different individuals into a 
(‘natural’) sense of homogenous collectivity. In a much cited essay on modern society, Georg 
Simmel characterized “the stranger” as an indispensible part of the modern environment that 
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inevitably expresses “externality and contradictions” [46]; such characteristics were attributed often 
to the bourgeois urban Jew in pre-1933 Germany [47]. Wolf seems to be fascinated by this trope, 
but his “strangers” are elements in a post-bourgeois vision, of the kind (he believed to be) offered 
by the SED. Through the wry utilization of generic Heimat imagery Wolf envisioned an ideal 
socialist society, in which the acculturation of various “strangers” is the social norm.  

More than any other German-Jewish film, I was Nineteen is a personal odyssey into the German 
community. It begins with Wolf’s protagonist as an outsider who calls upon the Germans on the 
opposite bank of the river to surrender, and ends with Wolf’s voiceover declaration, “I am German. 
I was Nineteen.” This self-proclamation as German notwithstanding, at the end of this odyssey 
Wolf is not entirely at home. As throughout the film, he is now again in motion, driving away from 
the camera through the landscape, rather than residing in it. Thus, while Wolf openly regarded his 
Jewish origins as a matter-of-fact feature of his biography, and seemingly refused to enter the 
German cultural-intellectual discourse as a Jew, his contribution to this discourse explores the 
unique perspective of an inherent outsider who strives to be acknowledged as part of the 
collectivity despite, or perhaps because of, his otherness. Situated well within the tradition of 
German-Jewish film-making since the early 1920s [48], he therefore offers a distinctively “Jewish” 
sense of German nationalism, which encompasses (and is based upon) the idea of cultural and social 
symbiosis. In this regard, Konrad Wolf’s perception of East German history is a unique 
demonstration of the way in which returning Jewish émigrés helped to shape German self-
consciousness during the formative years of the Cold War. 
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Abstract: In an essay titled ‘The Exiled Tongue’ (2002), Nobel Prize winner Imre 
Kertész develops a genealogy of Holocaust and émigré writing, in which the German 
language plays an important, albeit contradictory, role. While the German language 
signified intellectual independence and freedom of self-definition (against one’s roots) 
for Kertész before the Holocaust, he notes (based on his engagement with fellow writer 
Jean Améry) that writing in German created severe difficulties in the post-war era. 
Using the examples of Hilde Spiel and Friedrich Torberg, this article explores this 
notion and asks how the loss of language experienced by Holocaust survivors impacted 
on these two Austrian-Jewish writers. The article argues that, while the works of Spiel 
and Torberg are haunted by the Shoah, the two writers do not write in the post-
Auschwitz language that Kertész delineates in his essays, but are instead shaped by the 
exile experience of both writers. At the same time though, Kertész’ concept seems to be 
haunted by exile, as his reception of Jean Améry’s works, which form the basis of his 
linguistic genealogies, shows an inability to integrate the experience of exile. 

Keywords: Friedrich Torberg; Hilde Spiel; Jean Améry; Imre Kertész; exile literature; 
post-war era; Auschwitz; Holocaust literature 

 

1. Of Exile and Holocaust literature 

In a recent keynote address, the distinguished Holocaust historian Yehuda Bauer insisted on 
maintaining the historical contingency of the term Holocaust, and voiced his concern about 
comparing the exile experience to the Holocaust, arguing that he himself—although he had fled 
from National Socialism in Czechoslovakia with his parents—was not a Holocaust victim [1]. At 
the same time, parallels in the representation of exile and the Shoah do exist. The sense of 
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insecurity created by the “Garden of Exile” in the Berlin Jewish Museum, designed by Daniel 
Libeskind, an American architect of Central European Jewish descent, for example, is intended  
to represent the exile experience of German Jews who fled after the rise of National Socialism [2]. 
In the “Garden of Exile”, visitors stand on an uneven floor below the surface of the outside world, 
trapped in a labyrinth of skewed pillars, which make the surrounding buildings outside appear 
tilted. A comparable discombobulating experience is also created in the works of Nobel Prize 
winner Imre Kertész, when he develops his genealogy of Holocaust and émigré writing in  
two essays titled “The Exiled Tongue” and “The Freedom of Self-Definition” (2002) [3]. While  
for Kertész, the German language before the Holocaust signifies intellectual independence and 
freedom of self-definition (against one’s roots), the trauma of the Holocaust resulted in the loss  
of language for the surviving writers. Kertész argues that survivors were confronted with severe 
difficulties in the subsequent post-war era—not only in Germany and Austria. They remained 
outsiders speaking a borrowed, post-Auschwitz language—even when writing in the national 
language of their home country [4]. In “The Exiled Tongue”, Kertész uses this notion of a 
borrowed language to illustrate the distance of Holocaust writers from the respective societies they 
lived in, and develops a genealogy of Holocaust writers, including Paul Celan, Primo Levi, 
Tadeusz Borowski and Jean Améry. In “The Freedom of Self-Definition”, Kertész furthermore 
situates his own writing in a wider tradition of Central European Jewish literature, including writers 
who did not write in the language of their national literature such as Franz Kafka. The home of 
such an émigré language, which closely resembles Gilles Deleuze’s and Félix Guattari’s concept of 
a minor language [5], Kertész argues, always remains fragile, and can only survive, if another big 
language, like contemporary German, is willing to embrace it—for a time. Kertész’ model seems 
haunted, and shifts between times and places, the literary realm, historical narrative and (auto-) 
biographical experience—its logic as palpable as its contradictions. By leaving the reader with an 
elusive image of the émigré and post-Auschwitz tongue that is just outside his or her grasp, the 
texts embody the very condition/s they describe. 

If this article engages in the ways in which exile and Holocaust literature are haunted by one 
another, it is not to question the historical difference between having escaped through exile and 
having survived in a concentration or death camp, but rather to investigate the ways in which exile 
and the Holocaust are represented by four acculturated and assimilated Jewish writers. The article 
will explore the selected works of two survivors, Kertész and Jean Améry, and two returned exiles, 
Hilde Spiel and Friedrich Torberg, and submits that in the post-war world, exile and Holocaust 
literature are haunted by one another, and that these narratives seem distinct and entangled at the 
same time. 

According to Jacques Derrida, the concept of hauntology inherently embeds the realm of the 
past in that of the present as the ghosts of the past return to haunt us [6]. Such hauntings have been 
used both in trauma studies and in literary studies in an attempt to describe the lingering 
aftereffects of violence on its victims, which can be seen in the biographies of all the writers 
discussed in this article [7], and the textual instability that “makes[s] it impossible to assign 
meanings to things” [8]—best represented in Kertész’ fluid concepts of post-Auschwitz and émigré 
language. Applying Kertész’ concept of a post-Auschwitz language to the works of Torberg and 
Spiel exposes how their literary works were haunted by the Holocaust, but at the same time shaped 
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by their own exile experience. Reading Kertész through his reception of Austrian exile and 
Holocaust survivor Jean Améry in turn reveals how Kertész reinterprets Améry’s position as both 
an exile and a survivor. The central site of haunting then remains the way in which the post-war 
representations of two distinct, but closely related historical experiences (exile, Holocaust), remain 
informed and haunted by one another. 

A short introduction to the writers at the heart of this study: Kertész, born in 1929, who 
describes himself as a “chronicler of an anachronist condition, that of the assimilated Jew [9]”, was 
deported to Auschwitz in 1944 from his native Budapest, still a youth, and later sent to 
Buchenwald and Zeitz; his father had previously been forced to join a compulsory labour squad 
and died during a death march. While his maternal grandparents were killed in the Holocaust as 
well, his paternal grandparents perished under the communist regime [10]. After the war, Kertész 
worked as a journalist, playwright and translator of German literature and philosophy in Hungary. 
Fatelessness, the first of his many novels, was published in 1975, and he eventually received the 
Nobel Prize for literature in 2002. The other writers in question differ from Kertész in nationality 
and generation, and show distinct biographical parallels with each other, having been born in 
Austria within half a decade (1908, 1911 and 1912) into assimilated and acculturated Jewish 
families. Jean Améry (1912–1978) was born in Vienna as Hans Maier, his father Paul fell in battle 
in WWI, and Améry moved to Bad Ischl with his mother, who opened a boarding house there to 
sustain the family. Améry’s first literary publications stem from the late 1920s. In the 1930s he 
worked as a bookseller in Vienna, while starting his studies at the University of Vienna, attending 
the salons of Moritz Schlick and Karl Bühler, like Hilde Spiel a few years later [11]. Améry 
escaped to Belgium in late 1938 with his wife Regine Berger-Baumgarten. After the German 
invasion of the Netherlands and Belgium in May 1940, he was first interned in France, in the Camp 
de Saint-Cyprien and later at Gurs, from where he escaped to Brussels. He joined a small subgroup 
of the Belgian resistance, but was caught and subsequently tortured. Eventually identified as Jewish 
by the German authorities, he was deported to Germany in January 1944, first to Auschwitz, then 
to Buchenwald and Bergen-Belsen. After his liberation, and upon his return to Belgium, he learned 
that his wife had died of heart failure in 1944, while in hiding in Brussels; his mother had died in 
hospital in Vienna in 1939 [12]. After the war, Améry wrote mainly for Swiss newspapers, but 
remained in Belgium. His first major post-war work, At the Mind’s Limits, was originally broadcast 
as a series of radio essays in Germany, and eventually published in 1966, and would become  
the foundation of a successful career as a public intellectual and writer in the German-speaking 
world [13]. Despite this, Améry never returned to live in Austria or Germany, and remained highly 
critical of anything that could be interpreted as a symbolic appropriation by either state [14]. Only 
for his last journey—he committed suicide—did he return to Salzburg. 

In comparison to Kertész and Améry, Spiel and Torberg survived WWII relatively unscathed, 
since neither of them was interned during the war. Spiel (1911–1990) came from a relatively 
privileged background and had been a pupil at the renowned Schwarzwald reform school. Her 
debut novel Katie auf der Brücke was published in 1933, the same year she joined the Social 
Democratic Party, which would be declared illegal just one year later. At university she studied 
philosophy and worked for the Research Centre for Economic Psychology during her studies. Spiel 
already left Vienna in 1936 because of the worsening political climate, having received her PhD 
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and married the German writer Peter de Mendelsohn, who accompanied her to London, in the  
year of her exodus. She worked as a journalist for both English and—after the war—German 
newspapers, and published several fiction and non-fiction books on Austrian and Jewish history. 
Spiel commuted between Berlin, London and Sankt Wolfgang until 1963, before settling in Vienna 
permanently, where she continued to publish both critical and creative works, and would play an 
important role in fostering a young generation of Austrian writers [15], among them Thomas 
Bernhard and Ingeborg Bachmann [16]. 

Torberg’s escape route was more long-winded than Spiel’s, Prague, Zurich, Paris, Lisbon and 
finally New York and Hollywood. Torberg (1908–1979) had been born in Vienna and had grown 
up in an observant middle-class Jewish family [17]. In 1920, after his Bar Mitzvah, he left with his 
family for Prague only to return in 1927. With the success of his first novel Der Schüler Gerber 
absolviert (1930) he was widely accepted in the literary circles of Prague and Vienna [18]. After 
his return from American exile in 1951, Torberg became one of the founders of the anti-communist 
journal FORVM, and was chief editor from 1954 to 1965. FORVM, which was financed by the 
CIA-supported Congress for Cultural Freedom, formed an important platform for intellectual 
debate in post-war Austria [19,20]. Torberg, however, was not only a Cold Warrior, but published 
several novels during and after WWII, which all engaged with Jewish life, and was also well-
known as the German translator of the works of Israeli writer Ephraim Kishon. 

2. A post-Auschwitz language? Friedrich Torberg and Hilde Spiel 

Although Torberg and Spiel were not Holocaust survivors, both lost close family members in 
the Holocaust: Torberg lost his mother and his oldest sister (his younger sister Ilse Daus escaped to 
Palestine) [21], while Spiel lost her maternal grandmother [22]. Spiel, furthermore, blames the 
strains of exile for having killed her father “more slowly and less brutally, but just as definitely as a 
German concentration camp” [23]. The return to their former homes was not easy for either of the 
writers. Spiel was the first to put her feet on Austrian soil: she did so as a journalist and “belated 
war correspondent” for the London New Statesman [24], reporting both on her return to Vienna and 
the state of the DP camps in Carinthia in 1946. In a letter to her husband in Berlin, she describes 
the raw emotions surfacing more intensely than she had predicted and the sense of security she 
obtains from socializing with the British soldiers in Vienna [25]. Even if Spiel was gradually able 
to feel at home in Austria again after her return, she would reflect on her decision to return in her 
writings for the rest of her life, highlighting the fact that despite her success she continued to feel 
alienated from the Austrian population in some respects, which mourned the lost war while she 
rejoiced that it had been won [26]. Torberg had a similar emotional response to his return in 1951. 
Even though he could not see himself living anywhere else than Vienna, he continued to be 
haunted by wartime loss, as encapsulated in the last line of his poem Return from 1951: “But 
wherever I go, the dark garments of the dead fly around me [27]”. 

Spiel and Torberg were more aware than other members of Austrian society of the impact and 
devastation of the Shoah on post-war Germany and Austria. They never felt entirely comfortable 
upon their return to Austria and would keep their foreign citizenships for the rest of their lives. But 
did they write in what Kertész calls a post-Auschwitz language? After all both writers were able to 
forge successful careers for themselves in post-war Austria, and engaged in fierce political debates, 
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not always sparing one another: Spiel criticized Torberg’s very outspoken anti-communist stance, 
while Torberg accused her of being a fellow traveler. These public debates highlight, on the one 
hand, the pressures returned émigrés were under, but, on the other hand, the public nature of this 
debate also shows their status as prominent members of post-war cultural life [28–31]. While they 
were aware that the course of their lives had been altered, they did not have to rebuild their lives 
based on their camp experiences; in other words they did not become a ‘medium of Auschwitz’—as 
Kertész puts it [32]—in that their whole existence was defined by past events. However, as authors 
of fiction and autobiographical accounts, their work, at least in large parts, revolved around the 
impacts of the Shoah on German and Austrian cultural life. 

In the case of Torberg, such an assessment stands somewhat in contrast to secondary literature 
which often highlights his involvement in Cold War post-war politics, and his ostensible 
complicity in (unwittingly) supporting the mantle of secrecy that defined Austria’s (not) coming to 
terms with the past in the 1950s and 1960s. According to Scheichl, Torberg’s anti-communist 
stance in FORVM was detrimental to such matters, since large parts of the Austrian resistance to 
National Socialism in Austria had been carried out by members of the communist party, who also 
remained vocal in the post-war era [33]. Like Marcel Atze, he praises Torberg’s rare satirical 
attacks on the Austrian judicial system in the context of the trial against former SS officer Franz 
Murer, also known as the “Butcher from Vilnius”, or his support of the Eichmann trial. However, 
both commentators agree that Torberg could have done and said more [34]. Only when it came to 
the Shoah, Scheichl further adds, did Torberg’s emotions ever overrule his political stance [35]. 
This split, however, into a ‘conservative’ and an ‘emotional’ Torberg falls short of acknowledging 
that the writer was on the whole a very passionate person, and that his Cold War enthusiasm could 
also be seen as an emotional reaction against Soviet anti-Semitism [36]. 

As a writer of fiction, Torberg found himself in a complex situation. He could not see himself 
living anywhere else than in Vienna [37], though he could have remained in the United States if he 
had seen a life for himself there. According to his own appraisal, he had mastered the English 
language “with ease” [38], but he only had very limited literary success in the United States, which 
he blamed on the working conditions in the film industry. His awareness of the political situation in 
Austria while in exile becomes obvious in his novels. In Auch das war Wien, published only in 
1984, but written in 1938 or 1939, he already described anti-Semitic riots after the annexation. 
Mein ist die Rache (1943) is set in a concentration camp and features rabbinical candidate Joseph 
Aschkenasy, who can only free himself from the camp, if he shoots the KZ-commander, but 
eventually comes to regret his deed. In Hier bin ich, mein Vater (1948) the central character, Otto 
Maier, is a Jew who worked as an informant for the Gestapo in order to save his father, and only in 
the end understands the futility of his efforts (for summaries of Torberg’s further works see [39,40]). 

After his return to Vienna, however, the author Torberg fell silent for nearly 20 years, which in 
secondary literature—relying on Torberg’s own testimony—is usually explained through his 
involvement with FORVM and his active engagement in Austrian post-war cultural and intellectual 
life [41]. But maybe, there was not so much that Torberg felt inclined or was able to say? Kertész 
argues that in the case of Holocaust survivors it takes a very long time, before they are—if at  
all—able to express themselves, and can regain their personal and authentic voice [42]. A 
collection of stories titled Golems Wiederkehr (1968), which also reprinted his earlier story  
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Mein ist die Rache, represents Torberg’s first attempt at a literary response to the Shoah after his 
return. In the eponymous story, Torberg combines the Golem myth with the history of the National 
Socialist Central Jewish Museum in Prague. He retells the miraculous prevention of the planned 
National Socialist torching of the Prague Altneuschul, where the Golem presumably rests, in 
anecdotal form, and intimates that the fact the Altneuschul survived unscathed was uncanny. Such 
an anecdotal style, however, which was for Torberg the essence of Jewish storytelling, was hard  
to maintain in the face of the enormity of the Shoah, and Torberg turned to the Middle Ages for  
his novel Süßkind von Trimberg (1972), which gives a fictional account of the life of the first 
documented Jewish poet of the German language. The life of Trimberg, who is first celebrated and 
then expelled, is a clear allegory for German-Jewish symbiosis and its tragic destruction. 

It is only in his most popular work, Die Tante Jolesch oder Der Untergang des Abendlandes in 
Anekdoten, first published 1975 [43], however, that Torberg’s anecdotal style comes into its own. 
This “book of melancholy”, as he terms it in the introduction [44], contains, like the follow-up 
volume Die Erben der Tante Jolesch [45], a series of anecdotes, through which Torberg aims to 
(re-)create a lost past. While denying the nostalgic character of his undertaking in his introduction, 
and thus preempting his critics, a strategy often used by Torberg [46], he mourns the decline of an 
era and of the Habsburg middle-class. In order to make this retrospective view convincing, and to 
make it possible for Torberg to function as a witness—after all he was only ten years old when the 
monarchy ended—, he needs to construct a specific temporality, which “extends” the Habsburg 
empire until the annexation of Austria, ignoring the political frictions and any debate of the role of 
Austro-fascism. His anecdotes introduce the reader to a series of eccentric figures, unfit for the 
societies of the post-war era, who are distinguished by their peculiar sense of humor, ripe with  
self-irony and characterized by an inverse logic, which for Torberg were key features of Jewish 
humor [47]. It is this sense of humor that all characters in Tante Jolesch share, no matter if they are 
Jewish or not, and in this sense all citizens of Torberg’s visionary Habsburg Empire seem Jewish. 

Rather than engaging in a political debate about justice or restitution, the book conveys a sense 
of loss, and names National Socialism as the ultimate reason of the demise of this “extended” 
Habsburg Empire. At the same time, Torberg does not represent the crimes committed during the 
Shoah, although its presence is not far from the anecdotal surface. In a fairly comical story, 
Torberg describes a quarrel between his favorite uncle Paul and another Uncle:  

“Uncle Paul was a lieutenant with the Deutschmeister. Uncle Bertie, with full name Albert 
Grossmann and husband of my mother’s older sister, was a major in the same regiment. And suddenly 
Uncle Bertie jumped up, slapped the table with his hand so that the dishes rattled, and screamed at 
Uncle Paul with a voice trembling with anger, moustache tips bristling: ‘Herr Lieutnant, how dare 
you?’ and yelled a lot more that I did not understand. All I saw from the children’s table was that 
Uncle Paul stood up—red-faced—and remaining standing until Uncle Bertie sat down again. 
Conversations amongst adults, who discussed the incident for days, helped me work out for myself 
that Uncle Bertie had made Uncle Paul stand at attention. The whole thing seemed scary and funny to 
me at the same time. Should the, probably very lengthy, book What Jews are Capable Of ever be 
finished, this episode cannot be left out [48]”. 
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Much could be said in this context about the importance of the Habsburg military for unifying 
the empire, and the ways in which it both undermined and perpetuated ethnic rivalries; or about the 
glass ceiling Jews encountered within this institution. What remains unsaid by Torberg though, is 
the fact that his favorite uncle was killed in the Holocaust [49], and that this story was an act of 
remembrance, not of the useless death of his favorite uncle, but of his life. Only after the success of 
Tante Jolesch did Torberg talk about the fate of his family in public [50]. For his mainly  
non-Jewish readers, the quirky and memorable characters created a possibility to relate to a Jewish 
past in a post-Holocaust society, the people close to him would have understood the personal 
meaning this work had for Torberg. 

How does Torberg fit into the model suggested by Kertész? Torberg’s strict adherence to the 
anecdotal form does not represent the break with literary traditions that Kertész associates with  
a post-Auschwitz language. Additionally, Golems Wiederkehr and the Trimberg-novel attempted  
to create a historical continuum of European anti-Semitism starting in the Middle Ages and 
culminating in the Shoah. In the Golem story, the comparative nature of the anecdote undermines 
the notion of the Shoah as an absolute caesura, as the German-Jewish literary critic Marcel  
Reich-Ranicki also suggested in a review of the Trimberg novel [51], for Kertész a prerequisite for 
post-Auschwitz language. Additionally, Torberg felt not so much that he was writing in a guest 
language in the post-war period, but instead that he was the only representative left who spoke a 
language at the brink of extinction. This becomes obvious in a letter to Max Brod from 1955: “I am 
a German-Jewish writer that means a Jew writing in German, I have always known, that that is 
what I am, and, if anything, since then the knowledge has increased that I most likely will be the 
last (…)” [52]. At the same time there is a shift in Torberg’s writing pre- and post-exile. The four 
novels before his expulsion did not engage with Jewish topics as such, but with school life, sport 
and love. It is during his American exile that Jewish issues are raised in Torberg’s fiction, the turn 
to the anecdote in this context could be compared to the formalist turn in exile poetry—poets shying 
away from modernist literary experimentation and returning to sonnets and other more classical 
forms—and was born out of a communicative practice of commemoration. Torberg and his close 
circle of friends not only preserved nostalgic memories of a lost coffee house culture, but also 
commemorated friends killed in the Shoah—just as he would commemorate his uncle Paul in Tante 
Jolesch [53]. The depiction of the consequences of the Shoah consequently was based on a model 
developed in exile; an argument that could be extended to his anecdotal style in the post-war era. 

The discussion of Jewish history and culture in the German-speaking world, and the pained 
swansong of Central European (Jewish) Culture also resonates in Spiel’s work, even though she 
refused to identify as Jewish [54]. Jacqueline Vansant has pointed out, that the “story of Jewish 
assimilation allows Spiel to highlight the contributions of Austrians of Jewish heritage [55]”. 
Spiel’s work includes a biography of Fanny von Arnstein (1962), which discusses the complexities 
of German-Jewish emancipation. In her historical works, she depicts the Austrian character, and in 
Vienna’s Golden Autumn (1866–1938) (1987) she specifically highlights the contribution of 
Austrian Jews to the development of Vienna’s rich culture and, implicitly, its loss. Unlike Torberg, 
Spiel does not situate any of her stories in a concentration camp or deal with the Shoah directly, 
instead snippets of information are embedded in her exilic tales, and the Shoah influences the 
underlying context of her explorations. This is the case in Anna und Anna (1988), a film script that 
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dramatizes the parallel lives of the main character Anna, a liberal to left-leaning middle-class 
young woman, who has one Jewish grandmother, like Spiel. After the annexation of Austria, two 
versions of the same life are given, with Anna I remaining in Austria and Anna II leaving Vienna 
for London. In this late, and maybe most conciliatory of Spiel’s works, the plight of Viennese Jews 
is mentioned once as part of Anna I’s story, when a group of dissident artists and intellectuals who 
oppose but do not actively resist the regime learn of a grossly anti-Semitic speech of the infamous 
Reichstatthalter of Vienna, Baldur von Schirach. In this speech, Schirach, who is renowned as a 
friend of the arts, claims to have made the biggest contribution to European culture by ensuring that 
the remaining Jews of Vienna would be deported [56]. When challenged by his subordinate Thomas 
Walter, an associate of the dissident group, who points out that the Viennese artists would never 
forgive him, Schirach denigrates them as naïve and not understanding the needs of politics. After 
Thomas’ account to the group, Anna points out Schirach’s cynical approach, but her comment is 
perceived as insolent by the other group members, and she is objurgated by her partner who finds 
her remark incautious considering Thomas works for Schirach, to which Anna replies that they all 
do—including herself [57]. While the deportation of Jews does not play a central role in the film 
script, this scene highlights how artists and intellectuals also become complicit with the regime, not 
least by perpetuating a culture of fear and social control even amongst themselves. 

Anna und Anna was one of Spiel’s last comments on her own ongoing crisis of homecoming, 
which permeated her writing in the post-war period after her return. With the exception of Anna 
und Anna, her texts engaging with this topic remained autobiographical and depicted a self-attested 
schizophrenia contemplating the impossibility of living in two countries at once, and at the same 
time questioning her choice, i.e., her return to Austria. Reich-Ranicki summarized this stance critically 
as “wanting to have her cake and eat it too” [58]. While her treatment of the topic of homecoming 
after her return sometimes has nostalgic moments and represents an idée fixe, her novel The 
Darkened Room (1961) published in English shortly before Spiel’s return to Austria—the German 
version titled Lisas Zimmer was published after her return—seems the most innovative of her 
treatments of the topic. It is characterized by what Kertész would call an atonal voice, a narration 
that challenges the reader, asking questions and allowing for a new representation of the past. 

The story is set in post-war New York, and narrates the demise of its main character, the ageing, 
but still attractive femme fatale Lisa, who despite being married to an American, mainly surrounds 
herself with German and Austrian exiles. Having lived a glamorous life full of sex and drugs, she is 
homesick for Vienna but in order to finance her drug addiction and to support friends and lovers, 
sells off piece after piece out of her trunk of valuable European collectables. Her tragic story, 
symbolizing the demise of Europe, is predominantly narrated through the eyes of Lele, a former 
Lithuanian DP, whose parents were killed during the war and who first worked as a maid for a 
National Socialist German family, then after the war for the family of a British officer, and then for 
the Langendorfs, a Viennese émigré psychoanalyst couple in New York. She then starts working 
for Lisa and her husband Jeff. Her engagement with her new employers starts on good terms, 
however, by the end—the novel is written from a retrospect perspective—she has adjusted so 
“well” into the family that she not only shares Lisa’s past lovers, but also her husband. 

For Dagmar Lorenz, who judges Lele’s character quite harshly, the competitive relationship 
between the two women symbolizes the conflict between humanism and fascism, with fascist thought 
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disseminating internationally in the post-war era [59]. However, Lisa’s downfall, like that of the 
Europe she symbolizes, starts long before fascism, as becomes obvious when Lisa expresses her 
homesickness for the Vienna of her youth: “No one but us knew what it meant to grow up in the 
ashes of an empire [60]”. For Lele, the introduction to this exilic Europe remains a quite ambivalent 
encounter [61]. Not only is she sexually harassed by a writer, the seething emotions that erupt 
when Lieutenant Kline, formerly Klein, reports on the situation in post-war Berlin, and his 
momentary sympathies for the communist regime that killed her parents, shock her deeply. If, at 
the beginning of the narration, she had stated in her depiction of the DP camps that the Jewish 
survivors had only wanted to go to Palestine, since for them Europe represented a graveyard [62], 
she now describes the exiles as “with few exceptions, figures from afar and from the past, symbols 
of death and the obsolete, lemures on a graveyard, but nonetheless impressive in a macabre kind of 
way [63]”. 

Spiel thus has her prejudiced and emotionally involved homodiegetic narrator voice a view of 
exile, which highlights both its enduring character and the futility of exile from a post-war 
perspective. After the end of the war, the exiles remain stranded, still caught up in a past, they are 
not willing to forget, but at the same time without the possibility of return, due to geographical 
distance and the passage of time. An escape seems impossible, and compromise remains the best 
alternative: Lisa’s marriage to Jeff, the commodification of the past—symbol both for the 
American lust for historical objects and the involuntary role of the exiles as executors of their own 
estate—, the warped attempts of assimilation. Rather than committing suicide, Lele aims to escape 
by marrying an American and moving as far West as possible. However, the reader can assume that 
her attempt to forget her past will be futile, after all she still has the urge to tell the story, which 
remains unresolved, and is unable to genuinely reflect on her own behavior and experience [64]. 

Like in Anna und Anna, the Shoah is only discussed in passing: Lieutenant Kline’s fiancée was 
murdered in the gas chambers, and Lele’s observations of Holocaust survivors confirm her desire 
to escape from Europe. While the devastation of the Shoah forms the underlying frame work for all 
of Spiel’s exilic tales, it seems that with Lisa’s Zimmer—written shortly before her own return—
she was able to create a destabilizing narrative that was more complex than her later elaborations 
on the topic. Similarly to Torberg, the return to Austria left her speechless for a time, which might 
not only have been a result of the unwillingness of the Austrian public to engage with works 
dealing with the National Socialist past, but also with her own adaptation process [65]. Kertész’ 
verdict that writing in the post-war era remained hard holds true then, and it seems for Torberg and 
Spiel the loss of language that Holocaust survivors experienced in the post-war world did to a degree 
apply to them upon their return. While neither writer wrote in what Kertész calls a post-Auschwitz 
language, their work was not only defined by the experience of exile but also haunted by the Shoah. 

3. Imre Kertész, Jean Améry, and the Ghosts of Exile 

If Torberg and Spiel were not able to write in a (metaphorical) post-Auschwitz language, the 
question arises, what would such a language look like? To investigate this issue more closely, it is 
necessary to scrutinize Kertész’ own terminology in more detail. Kertész develops the term in a 
series of literary associations arguing that, after Auschwitz, the languages, i.e., societies, in which 
survivors lived, either did not come to terms with their past, and swept the memory of the Shoah 
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under the carpet, or victimized survivors yet again [42]. He contrast this with an authentic language, 
that only few survivors were able to develop, a language, however, that eats its children as all of 
the writers cited by Kertész committed suicide, as he notes [32]. While writers—and Kertész states 
as much—love the actual language they write in [66], in a post-Auschwitz language this actual 
language, i.e., German or Hungarian, can only function as a medium, as a borrowed or guest 
language that might tolerate interlopers and grant them asylum for a time [67]. The terrible and 
privileged post-Auschwitz language, however, is only accessible to a select few, survivors. 
Considered in the context of Kertész’ wider goal to develop a culture of the Holocaust, which is 
directed towards Wiedergutmachung, while being aware of its impossibility [68], the function of such 
a post-Auschwitz language is to commemorate a select group of writers and strengthen their voice. 

This idealized and skewed view of a post-Auschwitz language is contrasted by Kertész with an 
émigré language that is portrayed as the home of Eastern and Central European Jewish literature. 
According to Kertész, the latter was never written in the language of the immediate national 
environment—this is somewhat contradicted by such obvious examples as Arthur Schnitzler and 
Sigmund Freud, but also Torberg and Spiel—and was written in a language that can never be 
considered a native tongue; in other words the outsider status is engrained in its very definition. 
With some allowances, such a language could form the home for all four writers discussed here. In 
developing the model for his post-Auschwitz and émigré language model, Kertész draws heavily 
on an admired speaker of the post-Auschwitz language, namely Jean Améry and his ground-breaking 
essay “Wieviel Heimat braucht der Mensch?”, “How Much Home Does a Person Need?” in 
English. It is this intertextual connection, which will be central to understanding how exile haunts 
the Shoah in the post-war period [69]. 

In his essay, Améry makes a distinction between “normal” homesickness and the homesickness 
of refugees, and argues while migrants mourn the loss of their country, the Jewish exiles from 
National Socialism had additionally lost their sense of belonging to a people, which rejected them, 
as well as their language [70]. This loss of language has been addressed by many exile writers, 
including Anna Seghers [71] and Peter Weiss [72]. Améry’s examination of the issues of Heimat, 
which is based on his own (exile) experience, contains an eerie description of the impacts of 
National Socialism on the language of his fellow émigrés and the peculiar nature of their homesickness. 
Some exiles, Améry points out, refused to engage with the new German language crafted in  
the National-Socialist state, arguing that they were the original keepers of the German language, 
but they, according to Améry, spoke a language that was growing old. In an attempt to bridge this 
gap, he and some other fellow exiles read the ‘Brüsseler Zeitung,’ the Belgian National Socialist 
organ. While this did not ruin his language, it also did not allow it to evolve: “For I was excluded 
from the fate of the German community and thus from its language.” Not unlike Spiel, he argues: 
“‘Enemy bombers, fine, but for me these were the German bombers that were laying the cities of 
England in ruins, and not the flying fortresses of the Americans, which were attending to the same 
business in Germany [73]”. This led to an irreversible self-alienation, although, argues Améry, this 
was not necessarily obvious at the time, but rather the notion grew gradually and was furthered by 
the fact that so much of National Socialist terminology remained part of the post-war German 
language [74]. 
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Consequently, Améry’s relationship to the German language was deeply ambivalent. He viewed 
it as a Feindheimat, since “words were laden with a given reality [70]”, forming the basis for the 
concept of self-alienation that was crucial for his philosophical interrogations in the post-war 
world. When Améry speaks of a language, he means an actual language. Unlike Torberg, Améry 
never aimed to reinvent or even commemorate the language of yesterday, although he publically 
appreciated Ingeborg Bachmann’s use of a German no longer spoken [75]. His conflictedness 
about his decision not to become a French writer after 1945—somewhat comparable to Spiel’s 
inability to find an answer to the question of where to live—haunted him until the very end [76]. 
For Améry, the post-war solution to the self-alienation he experienced was inherently political: 
“The only therapy could have been history in practice. I mean the German revolution and with it 
the homeland’s strongly expressed desire for our return. But the revolution did not take place, and 
our return was nothing but an embarrassment for our homeland, when finally the National Socialist 
power was crushed from without [77]”. 

What becomes apparent, is that for Améry the beginning of the existential crisis, which 
Auschwitz was to become for him, was the expulsion from Austria, and that the homelessness of 
exiles and survivors could have been addressed and eased on a political national level after the end 
of WWII. We can assume that Torberg and Spiel would have agreed with this verdict, although the 
specific visions such a solution might have entailed would have looked different for the three 
writers, considering the political tensions between Spiel and Torberg already mentioned. 

With the knowledge of hindsight, Kertész however points out that the downfall of the political, 
caused an ongoing disillusionment, which left most survivors and exiles with a sense of profound 
loneliness. In the freer, i.e., non-totalitarian, post-war societies, the flood of disappointments resulting 
from the fact that the catharsis many surviving intellectuals and philosophers had built their hopes 
on, did not take place the way they imagined, drove some survivors into further despair [78]. In a 
comment on his own resilience, he argues that the very continuity of self-denial in his life, be it in 
the Hungarian “humanist” (i.e., with a focus on classics) high school that taught Jewish pupils 
separately, to the Shoah to the Stalinist regime in Hungary, had helped him to develop his 
individual language [79]. 

When it comes to language, Kertész shifts Améry’s concept of self-alienation to that of self-denial, 
and refers to the language of survivors (or émigrés) rather than exiles. By making Améry the privileged 
speaker of an exclusive language, Kertész expresses his appreciation and furthers Améry’s literary 
esteem. He reacts to Améry’s political disillusionment, and gives him a home in the world of 
literature. But just as the Shoah haunts exile literature, exile also haunts Kertész model of  
post-Auschwitz. Even when Améry accepted Auschwitz as the defining moment of his literary 
life—he rarely mentioned his budding pre-war literary career [80]—, his notion of self-alienation 
was grounded in the exile experience. That he, Spiel and Torberg belonged to a community of sorts, 
despite their different experiences, was understood and becomes apparent in the exchange of letters 
between Spiel and Améry [81], in the latter’s, fairly critical, review of Torberg’s debut novel  
Der Schüler Gerber [82], and perhaps best in an incident he described to his life-long friend Ernst 
Mayer in a letter. In it Améry commented on a radio discussion he had participated in with Torberg 
and Hans Egon Holthusen, an influential German intellectual and former Nazi and SS officer. In 
the debate, Améry argued that there was no such thing as a rightist intellectual, and he expresses 
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slight surprise that he was met on friendly terms by Torberg, who had seemed somewhat dazed: 
“He obviously seemed displeased that he had to oppose an Auschwitzer [Auschwitz survivor] [83]”. 
Even if the political distance between Améry and Torberg was substantial, in this context they called 
a truce based on a common understanding of the past. 

For Améry the notion of a post-Auschwitz language would have undoubtedly had a political 
character, its implications used for contemporary politics. Nearly forty year after the publication of 
Améry’s essay, the fall of the wall, and a lengthy process of coming to terms with the past in 
Germany and Austria, the situation presents itself differently to Kertész. While his post-Auschwitz 
language transcends linguistic boundaries, it cannot find a way in which to contain the German and 
Austrian exile experience. Kertész’ concept of an émigré language is more likely to embed the 
exile experience, however, his implicit reference to Guattari and Deleuze and the insistence on the 
foreign language environment as prerequisite at this point excludes not only Schnitzler and Freud, 
but also Torberg and Spiel. 

Conclusions 

While the writers in this article were all affected by, and wrote about, the events of the Second 
World War, their depictions of exile and the Holocaust seem both specific to one experience and at 
the same time haunted by the other. The works by Spiel and Torberg reveal that at least in the case 
of these two writers the return to Austria coincided with a hesitation to embrace more radical 
modernist forms of narration and/or to engage with the Holocaust in a more probing way. Further 
studies would need to reveal, if this was solely an effect of living in a society that had not yet come 
to come to terms with its past, or if the personal wish for return left the writers conflicted between 
the need to reintegrate and the wish to speak up. That such hauntings are defined by the author’s 
biography can be seen in all four cases, most poignantly maybe in Kertész’, who remains bound by 
the Holocaust experience even three decades (and more) after the publication of Spiel’s and 
Torberg’s work discussed in this article. However, also his notion of the émigré language offers 
strong parallels to his own biography. As a translator of German works into Hungarian, and as a 
Hungarian writer living in Berlin, he functions as an exemplar of his own theory. This would 
explain why he does not explicitly extend the linguistic inclusiveness of his concept of a  
post-Auschwitz language to that of the émigré language, while at the same time appropriating 
Améry’s notion of language crisis, which the latter developed from his specific positionality to 
allow a more integrated account of the exile and the Holocaust experience. 
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Abstract: The following contribution is an excerpt from the unpublished memoirs of 
Austrian Jewish émigrée, Lilian Renée Furst (1931–2009), a pioneer in the field of 
comparative literature. This journal issue grew out of an April 2011 conference in her 
memory, held at the National Humanities Center, on “Jewish emigres and the Shaping 
of Postwar Culture.” The nexus between her innovative intellectual contributions and 
her experience as a Jewish émigré reflects one of the conference’s central concerns: 
How, why, and in what fashion did the émigrés' dislocations shape innovative intellectual 
paths and cosmopolitan visions of Europe and European culture. Born in Austria and 
educated in England, Furst pursued an intellectual career in the United States, hoping it 
would allow her to break out of narrow national boundaries. The excerpt of her memoir 
here illuminates how her life's work as a pioneer in the field of comparative literary 
studies grew out of her experience with language as a German-speaking refugee in 
wartime England. Her memoir written in the third person about “Rachel” also reflects 
her dual identity as Jew and European. Part I by Dr. Anabel Aliaga-Buchenau, the 
literary executor of the memoir and a former graduate student of Furst, places “The 
Rachel Chronicles: A Kind of Memoir” in relation to Furst's other autobiographical 
writing. Part II includes Furst's own introduction to “The Rachel Chronicles,” followed 
by her chapter on “Growing up in wartime England.” (The whole of her unpublished 
memoir is available to researchers in the “Personal Papers of Lilian R. Furst,”  
Girton College Archives, Cambridge University (http://janus.lib.cam.ac.uk/db/node. 
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xsp?id=EAD%2FGBR%2F0271%2FGCPP%20Furst)). Part III is a bibliography of 
Furst’s writings. 

Keywords: Lilian R. Furst; Jewish émigré; memoir; comparative literature;  
England in WWII  

 

Figure 1. Lilian Renée Furst. 

 

1. “Remembering Lilian Furst” by Anabel Aliaga-Buchenau 

When she spoke she held the entire room in the palm of her hand. A small lady, in an elegant 
red suit, with gray hair in a bun, wrapped in a tartan travel blanket stood in front of an audience at 
the Annual Meeting of the Philological Association of the Carolinas. This is the image of Dr. Lilian 
Furst I want to remember (Figure 1). She was giving a talk entitled “Being a Woman Graduate 
Student in Cambridge in the 1950s,” which is based on the chapter of her unpublished manuscript 
“The Rachel Chronicles: A Kind of Memoir.” In the chapter, Furst’s alter ego, Rachel, experiences 
graduate student life in Cambridge in the 1950s. She details the cold rooms, and the necessity of 
the travel blanket, which Furst brought to her keynote address about fifty years after its last usage 
in Cambridge. Lilian Furst was the kind of speaker who held everyone’s attention, had her 
audience chuckling, and actually seeing and imagining her life at Cambridge. Her gift for words 
translated into excellent presentations, engaging classes, prize winning academic monographs and 
in the case of “The Rachel Chronicles” a very personal “kind of autobiography.” As she explains in 
the introduction to the unpublished manuscript, Rachel is Lilian Furst’s alter ego. “The Rachel 
Chronicles” was not the first autobiographical writing by Furst. She published Home is Somewhere 
Else: Autobiography in Two Voices in 1994. In this earlier autobiography, Lilian Furst tells her 
story from the child’s perspective superimposed with the view of her father’s observations. She had 
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discovered her father’s journal detailing their life in Vienna during the thirties and their escape to 
England from Nazi persecution. In alternating chapters, the reader experiences the events from the 
child’s and the father’s standpoint. The autobiography lends itself to teaching classes on the 
Holocaust, or rather on fates on the “margins of the Holocaust” as Furst called it. She wrote “The 
Rachel Chronicles” much later and in a sense this autobiographical sketch is more personal, 
detailing Furst’s memories of the different phases of her life: the early years in Vienna, briefly the 
escape, the year in a boarding school in England as a fresh exile, the years in Manchester, graduate 
school in Cambridge, her first job in Belfast, her move to the United States to teach comparative 
literature at The University of Oregon in Eugene, her life teaching in Chapel Hill, her collection of 
friends and bears, her reunification with her furniture from her childhood in Vienna, and the 
deterioration of her eyesight. In this volume the chapter “Growing up in Wartime England” tells of 
the refugees’ arrival in England and their attempt at creating a new life. Rachel’s first concern is 
going back to school and when the war breaks out her father is detained as an “enemy alien.” 
Through the London air raids the reader follows Rachel and her family as they move from 
Bournemouth to Bedford to Manchester, struggling to make ends meet. Finally, Rachel’s father is 
able to practice his profession as a dentist. Throughout Rachel’s life ran the red thread of her wish 
to go to school, to learn. “The Rachel Chronicles” detail facets of Lilian Furst’s life not previously 
available to the public. It provides important insights into this extraordinary life and at the same 
time serves as social history. Where else would one learn that incoming students of Girton College 
in Cambridge were admonished to bring a travel blanket to withstand the cold damp winters? Or 
that for a family of three the weekly food ration during the war consisted of “one egg per week, two 
ounces each of tea, sugar, meat, and margarine, and one ounce of butter?” Incidentally, as Furst 
observed, it was a diet “good for keeping your cholesterol down.” Reading “The Rachel Chronicles” 
is like hearing Lilian Furst’s voice: dry, full of humor, witty and extraordinarily intelligent. 

2. “The Rachel Chronicles: A Kind of Memoir” by Lilian Furst 

2.1. Introducing Rachel and Her Memoir 

Who is Rachel? How did she come to spend the first half of her life in Europe and the second 
half in the US? And what is meant by “A Kind of Memoir”? 

Perhaps this last question should be addressed first so as to explain the nature of this work. It is 
not an autobiography in the conventional sense, i.e., a first person narration of the events of the 
author's life. Under her own name, Lilian R. Furst, the persona here called Rachel has already 
published a partial autobiography centered on the most crucial phase of her life, her flight from 
Vienna with her parents in 1938 after the advent of the Nazis. Titled Home is Somewhere Else it 
chronicles the family’s illegal crossing of the frontier from Germany into Belgium at Christmas 
1938, their subsequent legal entry into Great Britain in March 1939, and their struggles to resettle 
and to fashion a new life. A brief closing section tells of her and her father's further emigration to 
the USA in 1971 following her mother's death in 1969. As an autobiography it is unusual, maybe 
even unique, in being cast in two voices. Lilian and her father each recall the stages of their moves 
in turn and quite separately. In fact the two accounts were written twenty years apart: her father’s in 
the early 1970s when he had just retired, and her own in 1991. She recorded her memories without 
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rereading his manuscript, only subsequently integrating the two in alternating chapters. The child 
and the adult are shown to perceive the same experiences from two different angles: the child 
merely seeing, hearing, and instinctively sensing the danger, while the adult grasps the political 
situation—and its implications. Readers of Rachel’s memoir may want to look back to Lilian’s and 
her father’s book as a framework to Rachel’s pieces, although it is not necessary to do so. 

This “kind of memoir” follows sequentially some of the major episodes in Rachel’s life: her 
early childhood in Vienna, her growing up in wartime England, her years as a graduate student at 
Girton College, Cambridge (England), her finding of her vocation and her field, her family’s 
vacation travels in their small car, her search for a suitable position after coming to the USA. The 
order is chronological though not continuous. While the individual sections can be read as discrete 
entities, they coalesce to form a picture of her trajectory through life. It is a memoir in an 
absolutely literal sense in drawing exclusively on her own memories; she never kept a journal nor 
does she refer to outer sources. 

Rachel’s life is rather more complicated than the average partly owing to the political circumstances 
of the place and time (Central Europe in the 1930s) when she was born, and partly owing to the 
choices she herself made. Her early radically disruptive flights from Austria to Belgium and on to 
England were enforced; although her parents did not—could not—fully realize it, in retrospect they 
proved life-saving imperatives to escape the labor camps and the gas chambers. Her moves within 
Great Britain were also determined by necessity, either economic or in response to the ongoing 
war. So after an initial phase in London, Rachel was evacuated for a year to Chertsey, Surrey in 
1939. When the family established a home in Bournemouth, an attractive resort on the south coast 
of England, she returned to her family. All too briefly, for her father was interned as an “enemy 
alien, a suspect holder of a German passport” in May 1940 when France fell despite the fact that it 
was the British Home Office that had directed them to Bournemouth. Rachel and her mother 
moved back to London, where they lived during the first months of the bombing. Without any 
reason to remain exposed to the city’s increasing devastation and the frightening effects of the 
“Blitz,” they selected Bedford, a small town about an hour north of London, as a relatively safe 
refuge. Finally, in 1942, they settled in Manchester, a major city in the north of England, the center 
of the cotton trade in which the family of Rachel's mother was engaged. There at age ten she began 
to go to school regularly after the many interruptions during their vagrant years. She graduated 
from Manchester University in 1952, did a Ph.D. in Cambridge, and got her first position in the 
German department of the Queen's University of Belfast in 1955. Her attraction to Comparative 
Literature took her back to Manchester University to try to build a department there in this fairly 
new discipline in 1967. 

But Rachel gradually became disappointed at the resistance in Great Britain to an approach to 
literature that transcended national boundaries. Working on European Romanticism, how could she 
possibly ignore the impact of Shakespeare? The language departments in British universities, while 
strong, were entrenched each in its own traditions. At the same time, at international conferences, 
Rachel met American scholars who were far more open to innovation. So in 1971–72 she went 
“visiting” to Dartmouth College, a renowned Ivy League school in New Hampshire at the behest of 
a faculty member who had read her first book. She also taught at Harvard Summer School in 1971 
and 1972. Before she came to the US she had already received an invitation to head the Graduate 



259 

 

Program in Comparative Literature at the University of Oregon at Eugene. She knew nothing about 
this university except that it published Comparative Literature, the first English language journal in 
the field. She and her father went to the library to consult the Encyclopedia Britannica where they 
learned that rain and logging were the main features of Oregon. They were used to rain in 
Manchester; nevertheless the visit to Dartmouth offered them the opportunity to sound out a land of 
which they knew precious little and that only from movies and books. 

Apart from the rain, which did indeed come down in buckets from September to June, Oregon 
was not what Rachel had been led to expect. While the Graduate Program had some 45 students on 
its books and many applicants, it had no budget whatsoever. Its funding had come from the NDEA 
(National Defense Agency), but that had dried up, and what little was left had been appropriated by 
the incoming editor of the journal together with the typewriter and the secretarial assistance. Rachel 
had no means to pay even for postage. Used to fighting for her department, she pleaded with the 
dean, the graduate dean, the provost, and would have gone to the university president had she not 
been told that he was too dumb to understand. She also felt very much out of it in Oregon's 
counterculture, where she could not get world news (in those days before CNN) on Sundays when 
only “the game” mattered. They had to call her uncle in New York to find out what was happening 
in the Middle East. After two years she got a research fellowship that allowed her to go back to the 
Boston area—and begin the search for another position. 

This decision initiated the phase of their wandering about the US. It was motivated primarily by 
the quest for a congenial position in a good university that supported her discipline. She did not 
know at the outset how difficult—quixotic?—her quest was in a period when the major expansion 
of American universities that had taken place in the 1970s was over. An immediate, if secondary 
benefit of their many moves was a vastly improved knowledge of the country’s regions and 
academic traditions. From a base in a new branch of the University of Texas on the outskirts of 
Dallas, Rachel and her father embarked on a series of “visits” in every direction and to all sorts of 
schools: to Case Western Reserve University in Cleveland, to Stanford, to Harvard, to the College 
of William and Mary in Virginia. Now and then they would spend a year in Dallas to fix their 
house, but for seven years in a row they were at a different address every autumn. Strenuous 
though it was, it certainly enabled Rachel to learn a great deal about the American academic 
system. And she did eventually achieve her goal in 1986, a year after her father's death, by being 
appointed to an endowed chair in Comparative Literature at the University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill, which had the third oldest program in the field in the USA. She taught there for twenty 
years until her retirement, which has afforded her the time to write this kind of memoir. 

Perhaps the trickiest question is: Who is Rachel? She is definitely not a fictitious figure in the 
sense of being invented any more than are any of her experiences told in this kind of memoir. The 
most precise characterization of her is as an alter ego of the author. Their relationship is indicated 
by their partially shared name for Rachel is one component of Lilian’s Hebrew name (Rachelea). 
They overlap without being quite identical. They are separated by the many years—three-quarters 
of a century!—that have elapsed between “the little princess” of the opening and the currently 
scribbling persona. The passage of time inevitably results in a retrospective gaze that fosters a  
self-detachment conducive to both nostalgia and humor. Seen in hindsight, many of Rachel’s 
adventures assume a tragicomic quality so that this kind of memoir is poised at the intersection of 
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the sad and the humorous. Essentially a non-fiction, it is nonetheless written in the creative manner 
associated with fiction. 

2.2. “Growing Up in Wartime England” 

The day after she arrived in England on 1 March 1939 Rachel clamored to go to school. She was 
seven and a half, and she had not been to school for a year; in fact she had gone to school for just 
six months in her whole life—and she loved school. She had started in the first grade in Vienna in 
September 1937, but when the Nazis took over Austria in March 1938 she had been thrown out 
because she was Jewish. A segregated school for Jewish children was opened down the hill from 
the regular school. Her former classmates would taunt and jeer the Jewish children and then run 
down the hill throwing stones at them. Rachel’s new school was out of the ordinary, to put it 
mildly. The teacher was an elderly professor of zoology who had been dismissed from his 
university post on account of his “racial impurity;” he had, of course, no idea how to teach first 
graders; he just tried to keep them quiet (they were pretty subdued anyway) by playing his violin 
and reading aloud to them. What was so eerie was that the class got smaller and smaller; children 
disappeared without a word. Had they been sent away (to prison? to some camp?) or had they left 
of their own free will? Where to? No one dared to reveal anything of their plans or movements. This 
school was a strange, temporary, tenuous arrangement. 

Eventually Rachel too left, also without a word to her schoolfellows. She and her parents had 
already moved out of the apartment where she had lived all her life into one in a house owned by 
an uncle of hers where the janitor was trustworthy. Those late fall days of 1938 were dark in every 
sense. Rachel remembered one day in particular for it was foggy and smelled of smoke. When her 
father returned home from an errand at the post office, he told of the horrors he had witnessed: 
burning temples, looted stores, and Jews on hands and knees scrubbing the sidewalks with 
toothbrushes—it was Kristallnacht [the Night of Broken Glass]. Her parents whispered a lot, trying 
to protect her, but she had sharp hearing, and even if she did not understand the precise details, she 
gathered that something really bad was happening. Not long afterwards, under the cover of the 
Christmas travel rush, they left as inconspicuously as possible, walking out with just a couple of 
very small bags, as for a weekend trip. Rachel insisted on taking her school satchel with some 
paper and pencils for she really loved school. 

However, she did not get to go to school in Brussels where they landed after various adventures 
and where they lived for two months, waiting for the promised visa to England. They had entered 
Belgium illegally on foot in the depths of winter, and were terrified of being picked up by the 
police and sent back to Germany to a concentration camp. So there was no question of school for 
Rachel; it would mean being put onto a register, and who knew what the consequences might be. 
She wrote letters to her mother, decorating them with little drawings. She had no toys, and knew 
that she must be good and not cause trouble for her parents had more than enough troubles without 
her being naughty. 

No wonder though that she clamored to go to school immediately after they arrived in England 
as legal immigrants. They lived in Kilburn, a district of northwest London where the rent was low. 
Rachel’s grandparents on her mother’s side, several uncles and aunts and two cousins were already 
there, occupying the second floor of a small house on Brondesbury Road, a pleasant tree-lined road 
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not far from a park. They were awfully crowded as it was and had to squeeze together to make a 
room available to Rachel and her family. If they were short of space, they had an overabundance of 
furniture for her parents had shipped all their things from their large apartment in Vienna to 
London. Some pieces—the dining-room table and a cupboard—were too big to go in through the 
door and had to be sold for a song at auction. The rest was crammed in, hardly leaving room for the 
inhabitants. But they were glad enough to have it or else they would have had to buy at least a 
minimum of furniture, and they had precious little money. A social worker, who came one day to 
inspect where Rachel was living, was bewildered: She was sleeping on a sort of settee in the one 
room that had been assigned to her family. The place was grossly overcrowded, but Rachel was 
obviously neither neglected nor abused, so she said nothing. In that part of London she must have 
seen much worse. 

Her mother took her to an elementary school round the corner. She caused a great stir among the 
children. You might have taken her for retarded since she did not speak a word of English. Nor did 
she know the alphabet for the Nazis had taught her only the Gothic script. She could not even knit 
like all the others, so when she went home for lunch that first day, she asked her mother to teach 
her. Luckily she proved a quick learner, but her mother showed her the European way of knitting, 
which she went on using. In every respect she was different. 

The children were kind to her. She had never seen children like this nor had they seen anyone 
like her. To them she was a sort of doll, unable to speak, and dressed in clothes such as they could 
hardly imagine. In this poor area of London they were almost in rags, with rough manners and 
speech, yet with Rachel they were gentle and considerate. They would escort her home and pick 
her up, finger the many bright dresses she had brought from Vienna, each with its matching hair 
ribbon, and matching socks and shoes. She was a curiosity, an almost magical figure who had 
appeared in their commonplace world. Best of all, they instinctively grasped how to help her learn 
English. Her mother, who knew a little, read with her every day from a book the school had lent 
her about an old woman and her dog. These lessons were a source of irritation to the other 
members of the family, already tense with their own worries, principally how to make a living. At 
school the children did “show and tell,” holding up objects such as a pencil and scissors and saying 
the words. Once she had a big surprise when a boy brought a box and out jumped a frog as he 
triumphantly shouted: “frog.” That was Colin, a tall handsome boy who had appointed himself her 
special protector. Rachel must have picked up the language rapidly for by the end of the school 
year in July, the children greeted her mother with excited cries of “She’s top.” Her mother could 
not understand what on earth she had been up to: “top” to her was associated with climbing a 
mountain, and there were none in this part of London. She was even more puzzled when Rachel’s 
teacher assured her that she would get a “scholarship.” She had not heard the word; when she 
mentioned it to their landlord, she gathered that it denoted something desirable. 

Rachel picked up another language during those months in London: Yiddish. To speak German 
on the streets in 1939 did not meet with approval, so her grandparents were encouraged to speak 
Yiddish, which sounds a bit like Dutch. In their seventies, her grandmother was hard of hearing, 
and her grandfather frail. Rachel called Yiddish “old German” in the belief that at a certain age 
people switched to this dialect. This bizarre misconception proved to contain an element of truth, as 
she discovered many years later when she took a course in Middle High German and found it 
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strangely familiar because of its affinity to Yiddish. Yiddish is in fact based on Middle High 
German, a version of the language of the time that the Jews took with them to Poland when they 
were driven out of Germany. It was subsequently enriched by loan words appropriated from 
whatever region the Jews lived so that it comprises Polish, Russian, and English terms, but its basic 
format remains Germanic. 

On one occasion Rachel felt hurt and excluded. Her cousin, who was about the same age, had 
been invited to a birthday party. She went to a private school where her tuition was paid by some 
benefactor. As her mother was working, Rachel’s mother was asked to take her to the party and 
bring her home. Rachel secretly hoped she would be invited in too, so she dressed in her party 
finery. But to her great disappointment she was left standing on the doorstep when her cousin was 
let in. She and her mother sat on a park bench until it was time to pick the party girl up. At least 
here in London Jews were permitted to sit on park benches. Yet Rachel was rather sad because she 
had been excluded. 

In the summer of 1939 during the long school vacation Rachel’s parents decided to give her a 
break from the family commune. It was an unusually hot summer, hot also in the metaphorical 
sense as London waited anxiously to see whether—or more likely when—war would break out. 
The headmistress of her school recommended a tiny boarding school in Chertsey, Surrey, about 
twenty-five miles southwest of London, run by a friend of hers. It could hardly be dignified by the 
name “boarding school” since there were no more than four boarders. In a big, gracious house with 
a beautiful garden, it was run by Miss Theakstone and her mother, who did the housekeeping. They 
had begun by taking in Miss T’s nephew when his parents were posted to India; he was the only 
boy there. Rachel did not know how the three other girls, all older than her, got there, perhaps also 
for a vacation in the peace of the country. Rachel was terribly unhappy there; she had never been 
away from home, and during the perilous flight from Vienna she had come to put her trust in her 
parents. She missed them dreadfully and wrote to ask them to take her home. The Theakstones 
censored her letters and got her to write how happy she was. This made her most uncomfortable as 
she had been brought up always to tell the truth, however painful. Miss T tried to persuade her that 
she would cause her parents grief by admitting her unhappiness; they were making a sacrifice to 
send her there (it cost a pound a week). Later, on reflection, she thought that the greater sacrifice 
would have been on the part of the Theakstones who wanted that income. 

Rachel did not mind sharing a bedroom with two or three other girls. It was a large room 
overlooking the garden, far more spacious than the cramped quarters she had recently shared with 
her parents in Kilburn. But she fell foul of Eva, the oldest one who was inclined to be bossy. She 
would read after “lights out” by pulling the drape back a little. When Rachel was asked whether 
Eva had done so, she answered without hesitation: “yes.” Eva was told off, though not really 
punished, it was a minor disobedience. That was why Rachel could not understand Eva’s extreme 
anger at her for “telling tales.” At age eight, having had the imperative always to tell the truth 
drummed into her, she simply could not grasp the concept of “telling tales.” Eva persecuted her; 
she instilled a terrible fear into Rachel by asserting that she would never be able to wear a skirt 
because she had no waist, she would forever have to have her skirt hang on a “bodice,” as little 
girls did. Rachel had no idea that eight-year olds are not yet shapely enough to have a waist; she 
had no one in whom to confide (at home she would have asked her mother), so she nurtured this 
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dread for years. By a curious coincidence she ran into Eva again when both of them were in their 
early teens and Eva was visiting relatives who happened to be neighbors in M. Then it was Eva 
who was rather plump and shapeless whereas Rachel had grown to have the neat waist she still has 
in her seventies. 

Rachel’s other recurrent source of trouble at Chertsey was the food. Truth to tell, she had been a 
picky eater since her childhood, favoring a small repertoire of familiar things. English food was 
strange to her; she liked some of it, especially the colorful fruit jellos (“jellies” as they were called 
in England). She was made to drink milk (which she never TOUCHES to this day) and she  
“took to” fish. That phrase, “took to,” reported by Miss Theakstone to her parents, caused some 
confusion; without sufficient idiomatic English, her parents took it to mean that she was going 
fishing. Rachel drew the line absolutely at “brawn” (“head cheese” in American); it was an ugly 
beige-gray color with bits of unidentifiable things in it. She did not know what it was, but it looked 
so hideous that she refused even to taste it. No amount of persuasion could convince her; “granny” 
Theakstone argued that it was like the fruit jellos she loved, but they were pretty and this was ugly. 
She was sent to bed without supper, and made to face the brawn for lunch the next day. When she 
continued to stand her ground, they became alarmed and excused her from this dish permanently. 
She had won that round. 

She learned all sorts of things at Chertsey. There were, of course, no lessons in summer. They 
played croquet on the lawn, did some gardening, and she learned to ride John’s old bicycle. She 
also learned Church of England hymns for she went to church on Sundays with everyone else since 
she could not be left all alone in a country house at a time when there was talk of the possibility of 
German parachutists. Rachel knew that church was not her religion and she would recite to herself 
the Hebrew prayer she had been taught in infancy, but she enjoyed the hymns. She also had her 
first exposure, literally, to sex when John rounded the girls up in the bathroom and behind locked 
doors showed off his penis. Rachel was not much impressed and certainly did not feel deprived for 
not having that extra piece. 

The most important and lasting thing she learned in Chertsey was English. At her school in 
Kilburn she had become fluent—in Cockney, the accent of working class Londoners. She would 
correct her parents who had taken English lessons in Vienna, assuring them that this was the 
authentic local pronunciation. What the genteel Theakstones must have thought she cannot imagine 
to this day. Miss T, who had been educated in Oxford, spoke beautifully. They were tactful enough 
not to say anything about the sounds Rachel made, merely correcting her until she spoke as they 
did, with an upper class south of England accent that she has retained to this day. Perhaps it was 
worth going through the brawn battle and the anxiety about her lack of waist in order to acquire the 
invaluable asset of good speech. 

While Rachel was in Chertsey, war broke out. All children were to be evacuated from London to 
areas less likely to be bombed. Her parents decided to let her stay in Chertsey rather than make her 
deal with another new, unknown environment. In the belief that she was quite happy there, they 
preferred to spare her yet another dislocation, although evacuation was free and Chertsey had to be 
paid for. Rachel was too young to understand what was happening, so she ended by staying in 
Chertsey for some nine months. At the end of summer, lessons were instituted under the direction 
of an “Independent Schooling” system, similar perhaps to contemporary home schooling. Miss T 



264 

did her best. John was lazy. Apart from English, croquet, gardening, and riding the bicycle, Rachel 
does not recall learning anything, but maybe that was enough. Actually she did acquire one other 
skill that has not proven so useful: that of undressing and dressing under the blankets because it 
was too cold to get out of bed in the unheated bedroom without clothing. 

With the outbreak of war her parents became “enemy aliens” as they held German passports. 
Gradually all aliens were screened by special tribunals, no easy task since they still knew relatively 
little English. Both her parents were categorized as “friendly enemy aliens,” i.e., not deemed to be 
any immediate danger to England, yet still subject to certain restrictions including no travel more 
than 5 miles from home without permission. This meant that they could not come to see her in 
Chertsey. Very kindly Miss T was arranging to bring Rachel nearer to Kilburn for a day when her 
father was granted permission to visit Chertsey. Rachel’s excitement was intense; however, the 
visit was by no means a success. She spoke rapid idiomatic English with which he had difficulty, 
and she hurt him by her blunt comment: “how strange, a father who can’t understand his daughter.” 
For his part he was astonished at her appearance; from all that milk, not to mention the puddings, 
she had ballooned out to such an extent that even her underwear had had to be let out. At home she 
had been a small eater whereas at Chertsey she was made to “clean her plate.” Her mother’s visit 
some weeks later went much better. To begin with, she had been warned of Rachel’s appearance so 
that it was not such a shock. Also she was more gifted at languages and therefore better able to 
understand her. They went for a walk together. That visit has remained a precious memory for 
Rachel; her mother was so elegantly dressed in black and white as if she were still in Vienna. Only 
one shadow darkened the visit: when Rachel inquired about her grandfather, who had been unwell 
for some time, her mother said he was doing better. But somehow Rachel sensed that this was not 
the case. Later she found out that he had died and her mother did not want to tell her because she 
had been very fond of him. But this breach of trust—and of truthfulness—actually hurt her more. 

By May 1940 Rachel’s father had succeeded in obtaining his British professional qualifications. 
On the advice of the Home Office they moved to Bournemouth, a lovely resort town on the south 
coast where there was said to be a shortage of dental practitioners. Although by then Rachel had 
more or less got used to Chertsey, she looked forward eagerly to being with her family again and 
going to a real school. But it was not to be. Reading the newspaper in the train from Chertsey to 
Bournemouth, her mother already muttered: “He won’t be there.” And her father had indeed 
disappeared. With the fall of France in May 1940 all enemy aliens, no matter how “friendly,” were 
interned from the south coast. Arriving at an empty apartment they were bitterly disappointed. 
They had expected the Nazis to deal harshly with them, but they believed they had found a legal 
refuge in England. Now they lost everything a second time. 

For three weeks they did not know where her father had gone, for the newspaper reports in those 
critical days of the war when it looked as though Hitler might invade England were more than 
cautious. What did “interned” mean and how long would he be held? Finally they had a letter from 
the Isle of Man where he had been taken; conditions, he wrote, were uncomfortable though not 
terrible. The worst thing for the internees was the uncertainty and the worry about the families they 
had left behind. 

Rachel longed to go to school; it would be a way of getting away from the anxieties at home and 
of normalizing the situation. She got her mother to take her to the local school only to find it 
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closed—full of soldiers who had escaped from Dunkirk. Most of the children were happy at the 
unexpected vacation; not so Rachel. The elderly headmaster consoled her with: “Maybe tomorrow,” 
so every morning she and her mother turned up at the school, always to be sent away with the same 
illusory hopes. They would go for a walk and sit on the sandy beach—1940 was another sunny 
summer—but this was not what she wanted to do. 

Settling back to “home” after Chertsey was at once difficult and easy. She had a hard time in 
getting back to the standard of absolute truthfulness. At her young age she had become curiously 
confused about the difference between “telling tales” and lying about trivial things. When asked, 
for instance, whether she had cleaned her teeth, she would casually give the most convenient 
answer: “yes” and then have to go back to make a correction. What was easy to revert to was the 
simple eating that had been customary in her family. Her mother, who could not cook, had got 
recipes from “granny” Theakstone in the belief that Rachel would have grown accustomed to 
English food. However, she was only too glad to be spared the milk and she never missed the 
puddings etc. She soon lost all that pudginess. 

Her mother had bigger worries than cooking. They had nothing to live on. They had long ago 
exhausted the slender funds they had managed to convey to England as well as the yield from the 
diamond they had smuggled in a hollow tooth. They had lived on charity from the Jewish Refugees 
Committee in the full expectation of achieving independence again once her father could resume 
his profession. Rachel’s reiterated phrase during that time was: “when Daddy earns some money 
again,” and she was quite sure it would come to pass. Now their hopes were dashed indefinitely, 
and meanwhile they did not know what to live on. Their apartment in Bournemouth was in a nice 
part of town, half way up a hill with (almost) a view of the sea. Bournemouth was a “reception 
area,” i.e., considered safe from bombing and therefore much sought after by those fleeing London. 
So they took in as sub-tenants the C family whom they had known in Vienna where Mr. C had 
been the representative of a major British firm and a patient of her father’s. He would come from 
London to visit only at weekends, and though the apartment was smallish, they managed to squeeze 
in all together in rather closer proximity than they would have liked. In wartime England everyone 
became used to doubling up. 

The arrangement fulfilled its purpose of covering their rent; otherwise it was trying. Mrs. C, an 
arrogant, uneducated woman, treated Rachel and her mother as her servants because they were now 
poor. The Cs’ son, Peter, some three years younger than Rachel, was an utter pest, spoilt rotten, 
petulant, used to being king of the castle. Tensions arose particularly when Mr. C was there for he 
resented the fact that Rachel spoke so much better than his son, who had the annoying Cockney 
habit of punctuating every phrase with “eh?” Mr. C tried without success to eliminate this lower 
class interjection from Peter’s vocabulary. He also tested Rachel’s vocabulary by making her spell 
at meals: “rhododendron,” and “hippopotamus.” She would somehow get them right, thereby only 
intensifying his anger. Rachel was cast as Peter’s nursemaid. Instead of herself going to school, she 
was supposed to be his teacher, a difficult task with a willful, cheeky little boy. When he lost his 
boat in the park, it was she who was blamed. 

There was no reason for Rachel and her mother to stay on in Bournemouth. They feared her 
father might remain interned for the duration of the war, anyway he would not be allowed to return 
to the south coast. Sometimes they had no word from him for weeks, and once they were worried 
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sick when a boat carrying internees to Canada, the Arandora Star, was sunk with massive loss of 
life. This was the time when Rachel became her mother’s companion, sharing her anxieties and 
trying to mitigate them. 

In September 1940 they went back to London. Why they did this was unclear; it was a time 
when all who could were leaving the city. Her mother’s family, who had been in the cotton 
business in Vienna, had moved to Manchester where they had contacts. Probably Rachel’s mother 
assumed, rightly, as it later proved, that her husband would come to London when—or if—he was 
released from the Isle of Man. Besides, rents were low in London so that they could live on the 
income from their apartment in Bournemouth where they left their furniture. It was a confusing 
time when life was so unpredictable that it was hard to make rational decisions. 

There were, of course, no more schools in London; all the children had been evacuated. By 
September 1940 the blitz began in earnest, probably with the aim of demoralizing the population in 
preparation for a German invasion. While the British were sanguine, encouraged by Churchill’s 
stirring speeches, the refugees from Europe were pessimistic and terrified, having once already 
experienced the Nazis’ ruthless might and knowing that they would be the first targets for arrest 
and who knows what mistreatment. What did Rachel do all day? She knitted and read and went for 
walks in the park with her mother. Mainly, however, all day they waited for the night’s air raids. 
Later raids occurred by day too, at first it was just at night, EVERY night without fail. 

They would get into their shelter clothes, sturdy comfortable garments, and prepare their gear:  
a thermos bottle of hot tea, perhaps some sandwiches, and a large measure of hope that they would 
again be spared that night. They tried all types of shelters. The safest without doubt were the 
underground stations, which were kept open all night and crowded with people, who bedded down 
on newspapers, side by side like sardines. It was claustrophobic in that stuffy, not to say downright 
smelly atmosphere, and sleep was virtually impossible with the lights, the constant restless movement, 
and the almost perceptible undercurrent of fear: What would they find the next morning? Would 
they still have a home? Every day there were more piles of rubble, more devastation. The shops, 
however damaged, would hang out signs: “Business as usual.” That indeed became the slogan in 
London, absurd though it was to pretend that anything was “as usual.” 

Their underground phase was of short duration. Next they tried the sub-basement of a big 
department store on Oxford Street. The sub-basements, deep enough to seem safe, were like the 
underground kept open all night, and they offered a more civilized environment. The countertops 
were cleared so that people could bed down on them as well as on the floor in the aisles. Rachel 
was asleep one night on a countertop when she felt herself lifted into the air and banging down 
again. She thought it was bad dream. It was a “direct hit” onto the building. Air raid wardens soon 
appeared to urge everyone to pack up and prepare for evacuation. There was no panic, quietly the 
orders were obeyed and they were led up the stairs out onto Oxford street. The sight that greeted 
them outside was one that Rachel will never forget. One store had been hit by an oil bomb, which 
fueled a fierce fire, and others had been struck by high explosives. It was as bright as daylight. The 
pavement was littered with broken glass and debris. And the noise was deafening, of the planes, the 
explosions, the anti-aircraft guns. The firemen worked as hard as they could but their task was 
hopeless. The air raid wardens led them to another store whose occupants were asked to move up 



267 

 

and let them in. The calm was well nigh uncanny, bearing out the other slogan of the time: “we can 
take it.” Miraculously no one was injured. 

After that they stuck to the “Anderson shelter” in their back yard. Named after the Home 
Secretary who had devised it, the shelter was a small dug-out, three or four feet deep, covered by a 
piece of corrugated iron and with a few sandbags scattered around. It certainly would not protect 
anyone from a bomb; on the other hand, it was so small that the chances of its being hit by a bomb 
were very slim. Without a door, it was open to the rather damp, chilly night air even though it was 
only September. Here too sleep was very difficult because of the noise; in addition to the planes 
and the anti-aircraft guns you could hear the whistle of the bombs as they came down and the crash 
as a relief—so this one too had missed you. They shared this shelter with their landladies, three 
quarrelsome sisters who did not improve matters. They, the tenants, were barely tolerated as taking 
up some of their precious space. 

One morning they came out of the shelter to find in the house the best surprise: her father fast 
asleep in bed. Released from internment, he had had a long journey from Liverpool to London, his 
train constantly stopped for air raids. He arrived at Euston Station in the middle of the night and the 
middle of a raid, but he wanted to get “home,” so he walked miles in the blackout with his suitcase, 
and was so tired when he got home that he simply fell into bed and slept. He was altogether rather 
fatalistic about the bombing, saying that if a bomb had your name on it, it would find you, no 
matter where you hid. When he joined them in the little shelter, they became even more unpopular 
for being one more. 

If they had had no reason to stay in Bouremouth, they now had even less to stay in London. So 
they evacuated ourselves. Rachel never found out how their location was chosen; there was talk of 
Hereford, but then they went to Bedford, a lively little market town about an hour by train 
northwest of London and an equal distance west of Cambridge. Since Bedford too was a “reception 
area,” housing was extremely tight. They found one room in a row house owned by an old couple 
who had never taken in tenants but now thought they should do so as their contribution to the war 
effort. Ashburnham Road was hardly the safest spot in Bedford: alongside the railroad line, on the 
other side of which was a munitions factory. When the planes went over to bomb Coventry, they 
could hear the signal of the “spotter” on the factory roof although the sirens were not sounded so as 
not to alarm the population. On their way back the planes dropped a few spare bombs on Bedford 
without doing too much damage. Their second floor room was squalid, smaller even than that in 
Kilburn, gloomy, overlooking a desolate yard. There was a sink and a stove out in the corridor, no 
hot water of course, and a toilet down a long corridor. On top of a couch two mattresses were 
layered which were laid out side by side on the floor at night for them to sleep on. The room was 
heated by a tiny coal fireplace, on which a kettle could be perched to make tea. Water was also 
heated (occasionally) so that they could wash themselves and their clothes. Rachel and her mother 
would go out on her father’s washing day. There was a saying among refugees, all of whom have 
vivid memories of the cold indoors, that people had been known to freeze to death but no one had 
yet “stunk” to death. 

Despite the hardships of these early days in Bedford, things slowly began to look up for them. 
Rachel’s father scoured the newspapers in the public library looking for a job. He was hired by a 
dentist, who had heart disease and could no longer work. The starting salary was six guineas 
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(professional people and fancy stores dealt in “guineas,” i.e., one pound and one shilling—a 
veritable fortune for them). Rachel’s mother was alarmed on the first day when her husband came 
home at four p.m.; she thought he had already been fired—it was “tea time.” Best of all, they also 
acquired superior accommodation in the house next to the dentist’s where a doctor had his practice 
on the first floor. Since he did not want evacuees billeted in the vacant second floor, he offered it to 
Rachel’s parents. There they had the luxury of TWO rooms, only one of which, admittedly, had a 
fireplace so that Rachel would go to sleep on the floor in front of the fire in the living-room rather 
than brave the iciness of the bedroom. A third small room served as a kitchen with an electric kettle 
and a gas ring, albeit no water. Water had to be brought in containers along a corridor some way 
from the back of the house. They were very glad to live in this relative comfort compared to their 
previous abode. 

Best of all, Rachel now began to go to a proper school. Ten already, she had hardly been to 
school at all. Bedford was renowned for its schools, endowed by the Harper Trust so that they were 
all free. Since her parents knew nothing about the schools, they approached a police officer on the 
beat to inquire about girls’ schools. English Bobbies were then famed for their helpfulness, so this 
one hardly turned a hair at this rather unusual question. He recommended the High School and the 
Modern School. Later it became a family joke that Rachel had been educated courtesy of the 
police. Her father went first to look at the High School, which he thought rather pompous as the 
headmistress received him wearing her academic gown. He liked the Modern School much better; 
not only was it less pretentious, it also had a lovely new building down by the River Ouse. He 
opted for the Modern School and was keen to send her as soon as possible to get her out of that 
squalid one room where they were still living. The headmistress suggested she should start after 
half-term; why not earlier? Next Monday? How about tomorrow? 

So she started on a Thursday and “took to” it as she had done to fish in Chertsey. She excelled at 
English, was bad at drawing, and slow at needlework, working so long on a piece of cloth that her 
fingers rubbed a hole in it. But her real nemesis was gymnastics. The main drawback of the 
Modern School in her eyes was that it had a proper gym with all sorts of equipment she could not 
cope with. She managed to stand on her head but could never achieve a handstand, and as for 
climbing a rope or jumping over a “horse”—forget it. Although she could balance on a bar one foot 
from the floor, she could not or would not do it at three feet. She argued with the gym instructor 
about the dangers of what she was supposed to be doing and refused to be convinced even when 
Miss Delamare pointed out that there was a mat underneath and she would catch her. Rachel was 
adamant. She could not explain to Miss D that they were poor and could not afford to have her 
break an arm or leg. Only one thing was worse than the equipment: the ritual of being measured 
and weighed at the beginning of each term. Rachel was somehow the youngest in the class, the 
shortest, and if not quite the heaviest, not far off. She was truly mortified as the girls crowded 
round the scales and laughed at her. She was a blot on the gym class in another respect too; 
everyone except her wore a short blue tunic and matching pants. Her parents could not afford to 
buy the school uniform, let alone this gym outfit, which was useless outside the class. With 
clothing severely rationed during the war and only a very limited number of clothing “coupons” per 
person per year, they could pretend to be out of coupons, although they had plenty, just no money. 
In class Rachel could fade in with the others by wearing a white blouse and a navy blue jacket her 
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mother had knitted for her. And they bought her a school hat with its distinctive hatband. Only in 
gym she stuck out like a sore thumb, and if at least she had been athletic Miss D might have 
forgiven her for spoiling the whole picture by appearing in her underwear. It was a lesson in 
learning to live with being different. 

Rachel put a stop to one sort of difference by prevailing upon her father not to walk her  
to school carrying her school bag. She felt ashamed of this escort, although she realized it was  
well meant. Before he got the job with the local dentist, he had nothing to do, and her school was 
on the way to the library, where he spent part of every day. She weaned him slowly of his  
care-giving, first dismissing him at the corner of the road where the school stood, and then insisting 
that she could go alone all the way. The problem solved itself when he landed the job and so was 
himself busy. 

Rachel went to school on Sunday morning too, to a Hebrew school that had been set up for the 
evacuees from London. Before the war, there had been virtually no Jews in Bedford, now there was 
a kosher butcher on Fridays and Hebrew classes on Sundays. The old couple in Ashburnham Road 
would ask approvingly every week to which church Rachel was going. When her parents explained 
that she was going to Hebrew class, that they were Jews, they absolutely refused to accept this 
explanation. Jews, they insisted, were people who came from London to the Saturday market and 
were liable to cheat you. 

Rachel was happy in Bedford. Her father bought her an old bicycle at the cattle market, a very 
old “sit up and beg” model, the only sort available. As she perched up on the saddle, her father 
called her “Haile Selassie” after the Ethiopian emperor who would be carried about in a high litter. 
The bicycle gave her a certain freedom. There was very little traffic on the streets of Bedford other 
than bicycles because gas was so severely rationed as to almost nonexistent. Rachel would ride to 
the outskirts of the little town with a young refugee woman to her “allotment,” a patch of kitchen 
garden where people patriotically grew vegetables. 

Food too was of course rationed: one egg per week, two ounces each of tea, sugar, meat, and 
margarine, and one ounce of butter—good for keeping your cholesterol down. Besides the weekly 
rations each person had 20 points a month to be spent on discretionary items “subject to availability,” 
a favorite wartime phrase. For points you could buy such things as cocoa, preserves, cereals, 
semolina (grits)—“subject to availability” which meant sometimes if you were lucky. Later, dried 
eggs could also be bought on points; they came in austere brown boxes from the United States and 
were an absolute godsend. Rachel’s mother was a wizard with the dried eggs, smoothing out the 
lumps, making a paste with a little water, gradually adding more water, and cooking them like 
scrambled eggs, perhaps with a tomato mixed in—subject to availability. Rachel once asked her 
mother what they had eaten before the dried eggs came, and neither of them had an answer. Only 
vegetables and food grown in Great Britain were freely available: potatoes, carrots, turnips, 
swedes, apples and plums in season. Such things as bananas, oranges, and lemons that had to be 
imported simply disappeared. Why there was a shortage of onions was unfathomable; they heard of 
an onion being offered as a prize in a fund-raising raffle. They ate a lot of potatoes, and even 
invented a dish of their own: “Italian potatoes,” i.e., boiled potatoes with an egg thrown over them, 
one egg for the three of them. The high point of that year and a half in Bedford was a visit from 
Rachel’s grandmother from Manchester; she brought a small tin of Nescafé. Rachel’s mother was a 
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coffee lover; in the Viennese coffeehouses coffee could be ordered in all shades and varieties. In 
Bedford, she had had to make do with “Camp” coffee, a liquid essence out of a bottle diluted with 
hot water. Nescafé was a vast improvement. Once an American officer, who had consulted her 
father on a problematic tooth, sent his batman with a box of goodies: a cucumber, rice, chocolate, 
foods almost forgotten. 

Altogether life got somewhat easier for them, at least in some respects. Her father’s salary 
gradually increased from six to twelve guineas a week as the practice flourished. It had been badly 
run down when he took it over, but in the small town word spread of the presence of a good dentist 
so that people flocked to him. They were able to repay the loan from the Jewish Refugee organization 
and to begin to save a nest egg. Several patients urged her father to have her transferred to the High 
School, which was attended by the daughters of professional people, whereas the Modern School 
was for trades people. Ignorant of the class system in England, he would say that Rachel was happy 
at the Modern School and that is where she stayed. 

Rachel loved going to the movies, the “pictures,” as it was then known in England; to her 
mother’s exasperation, she favored not just comedies but slapstick farce—the three stooges—that 
prompted hearty laughter. School rules forbade the cinema during the week; they were supposed to 
do their homework and go to bed early. The high point of their time in Bedford was the visit of the 
London Symphony Orchestra under Sir Malcolm Sargent. A special afternoon concert for 
schoolchildren was given in the Corn Exchange. Rachel proudly dressed up with a pair of white 
cotton gloves she still had from Vienna. Handel’s “Water Music” was performed after the 
conductor had explained the occasion of its composition. 

At the winter half-term holiday—it must have been in February—Rachel went by train with her 
mother to visit the family in Manchester. They lived in an apartment with central heating and 
constant running hot water—almost unimaginable comforts! But the weekend was overshadowed 
by new private anxieties sowed in Rachel’s mind by the whisperings she overheard while her 
mother was out. Her mother’s chronic cough was suspected as a symptom of TB. Rachel knew that 
her father was none too well either with his repeated gallstone attacks despite the removal of his 
gall bladder when she was just an infant. She could see herself left an orphan. To whom could she 
turn? Her mother’s sister was a businesswoman, rather impatient and self-centered; she would not 
want Rachel hanging round. Her best bet, she decided, was her grandmother whom she loved. Yet 
the possible loss of the parents who had always protected her was a fearful thought, and one she 
could not mention to anyone. 

The visit to Manchester was an exploratory expedition preparatory to their move. Although her 
father had been offered a partnership in the now prospering dental practice in Bedford, her 
mother’s family urged them to move to Manchester. After the war, Bedford would revert to its 
former sleepy state when all the evacuees returned to London. There would be no Jews either. 
Besides, her mother missed her family. However, it was a difficult decision because of the risks it 
entailed. In Bedford they were financially secure. Starting up from scratch in Manchester would be 
a big risk; the hundred pounds they had saved would not go very far in meeting the rent in a big 
city as well as the costs of setting up in practice. After long deliberation instinct prevailed over 
reason; they wanted to live in a big city and to be with family. 
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They moved to Manchester in the winter of 1942. It was then a large, ugly, dirty city. When 
Rachel first saw the city center, she wept that she could not live in a place so hideous. Its mills and 
slums were remnants of its growth out of nineteenth-century industrialization, although its southern 
suburbs, spreading into the farmlands of Cheshire, were pleasant enough. It suffered from 
incredibly dense “pea-soup” fogs that would totally immobilize traffic: buses moved in convoy led 
by a man holding a lantern, cars were abandoned, and the only sure way to get home was on foot. 
The soot-laden air was not only unhealthy; it also led to constant dirt indoors, and even settled on 
clothes. When Rachel came home from school, her mother would ask her whether she had been 
down a coal mine because of the soot on her blouse. After the switch to smokeless fuel, a radical 
change took place, with the fog much attenuated, and the air more salubrious. Yet Manchester had 
its glories too in its liberal tradition, its past as a leader in the free trade movement (its new post-war 
concert hall is called the Free Trade Hall), its outstanding public library in addition to the Rylands 
Library with its collection of manuscripts, the Hallé orchestra founded by a nineteenth-century 
German immigrant and brought to world fame under the baton of Sir John Barbirolli, its 
distinguished university, and its wealth of theatrical activity. It was certainly not Vienna, but 
intellectually and culturally it was a good place to live. 

For Rachel’s family it was a huge leap forward. They rented an apartment in the same complex 
as her grandmother and so had central heating and running hot water for the first time in six years. 
Admittedly, the heating in their apartment was nowhere near as cozy as in her grandmother’s place, 
which was on the first floor while theirs was on the third floor and at the end of the heating line. 
Still it was incomparably preferable to the customary British little open fires that heated a radius of 
a few feet and left you fried on one side and frozen on the other. This was a proper apartment with 
a living room, dining room, kitchen, bathroom, and two bedrooms, one of which was Rachel’s. She 
was so excited at having a room of her own again that she dragged all visitors in with the cry: 
“come and see MY room,” to her parents’ considerable embarrassment. Yet they understood and 
humored her. 

Her father also took two rooms in the city center on the main square opposite the landmark 
public library to open his dental practice. Later they heard that their choice of location created 
almost a scandal as those rooms had been occupied by Manchester’s leading surgeon, and it was 
considered impertinent for a refugee dentist to succeed him, as it were. The rooms were above a 
branch of the drugstore chain, Boots; they hoped that the pharmacists would refer patients with 
toothache. In the middle of the war there was a great shortage of dentists with most of the younger 
ones away in the forces. But despite the fine location, Rachel’s father read Gone with the Wind and 
other long books while waiting for patients. The first one was a Norwegian sailor. They reckoned 
that their small savings would cover rent and expenses for three months at most. In order to have 
some income Rachel’s father took a job two evenings a week and Sunday morning as assistant to a 
dentist in a far suburb on the other side of the city. He was having gallstone attacks and would 
sometimes have to give himself a shot of a potent painkiller before setting out for this second job. 
Rachel vividly recalls seeing her mother standing at the window behind the blackout curtain late at 
night waiting for him to come home in the blackout on the buses that ran rarely at night and 
weekends. It continued to be a precarious existence. 
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In late 1942 or 1943 (Rachel does not recall the exact time), news began to percolate through of 
the atrocities perpetrated by the Nazis against Jews and others. They had known about 
concentration camps, beatings, every form of mistreatment before they left Vienna. But this was of 
a different dimension: organized extermination. Her parents did their best to protect Rachel from 
this news at that time. Yet she sensed from their whisperings and their deep gloom that something 
was radically amiss. All her father’s family was in Hungary, and they had had no word from them 
for years. At first the Red Cross had transmitted occasional postcards of 25 words; then abruptly 
the messages stopped. They could only guess, and fear the worst. After the war, her father managed 
to find out that his younger sister, Ella, had been deported to Auschwitz and gassed on 6 June 1944 
(ironically on D-Day), while his older sister, Irene, and her three children had been in Treblinka. 
Her husband, a furrier, was used to make caps for the German army in Russia, and when he was no 
longer needed, the family was exterminated. 

The bright spot was that Rachel did get her wish of going to school fulfilled right away. Before 
they left Bedford, her mother had been to see the headmistress of her school to explain that they 
were moving. They intended to send Rachel to a convent school in their neighborhood. Miss 
Tonkin was very opposed to this and offered to write to Dr. Clarke, the headmistress of the 
Manchester High School for Girls, with whom she had been at Girton College, Cambridge. “And 
don’t go to a policeman,” she added. So Rachel was transferred without ever taking an entrance 
exam, much to the annoyance of neighbors who complained of her “walking” into the best girls 
school in Manchester, the sister institution of the famous Grammar School for boys. There really 
was not any room for her; a chair was brought into the classroom and she shared a desk. An 
independent school, run by a Board of governors, it was not free, as in Bedford. The embarrassing 
task of telling the headmistress that they could not afford the tuition fee fell to her mother; Dr. 
Clarke, unperturbed, said that the governors would be satisfied with two pounds per term, a quarter 
of the normal charge. Another difficulty was that at this highly academic school Latin was started 
at age eleven, followed by French at twelve. As Rachel had done no Latin, she was six months 
behind. Her mother taught her in daily lessons so that she caught up in six weeks, and even came 
“top” in Latin by the end of the year. Perhaps this success contributed to a certain resentment of 
Rachel on the part of some of her fellow pupils who were far from pleased that she had disrupted 
the pecking order. On the whole she found that the further up the social scale she went the less 
friendly the children were. She, who so loved school, would weep at breakfast at the memory of 
those sweet ragged kids in Kilburn. 

On the other hand, the Manchester High School for Girls had one enormous advantage in her 
eyes. With its building recently bombed, it was housed in three old buildings, and had NO gym! No 
“equipment” to torture her! Physical education classes, held in a church hall, consisted of 
innocuous exercises, waving arms and legs about, running and jumping, without danger. Sports, 
too, were limited by lack of proper playing fields. They would go to a nearby park and play hockey 
on a muddy field in winter and tennis and cricket in summer. Even at these Rachel was no good. 
She played hockey just once and got a nasty bruise on the shin with a hockey stick; the same 
happened when she ran to catch a cricket ball, not knowing just how hard it was. After that she 
absconded between the school building and the park, easy to do. She would have loved to play 
tennis, and realized only years later that she had been too myopic to see the ball in time to get into 
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position. Being “brainy” and non-athletic made for a bad situation; she was given a really excellent 
education by superb teachers at the Manchester High School, albeit at the cost of developing rather 
an inferiority complex on account of her unpopularity. In a class of 29 she was invariably the last to 
be “picked” for any team. 

Rachel fared only a little better at Hebrew classes, which she enjoyed far more than school. In 
Manchester the classes were conducted at a temple and were for the children of members. Her 
parents could not at first afford the membership fee, so she went on her own one Sunday morning 
and asked the rabbi whether he would admit her for free. An enlightened, scholarly man and a 
brilliant teacher, he welcomed a pupil who actually wanted to learn. Most were there only to get 
through the bar mitzvah ritual. Rachel was the only girl in the top class together with a bunch of 
disinterested boys. As they read and translated stories from the Old Testament, the rabbi explained 
the rigorously logical structure of Hebrew in which every word can be reduced to a root of three 
letters and then constructed with various particles into nouns, adjectives, adverbs, different verb 
conjugations. As the vocabulary of Biblical stories is small and repetitive, it was not hard to 
translate them once the basic grammatical principles had been grasped. To Rachel this was an 
amazing revelation that came at the same time as her initiation into Latin, no doubt laying the 
foundation for her lasting fascination with language. The rabbi described her as having “a mind 
like blotting paper.” 

Rachel also liked going to Girl Guides (Scouts). Although the majority of troops were church 
affiliated, a friend of her mother’s, who thought Rachel was lonely, found an independent troop 
where she became a member of the Daffodil patrol. Curiously at Guides she had the self-confidence 
to do things she could not do at school such as winning a three-legged race. One weekend she went 
camping only to be literally soaked to the skin—her first and last experience of camping. She 
worked hard to get all sorts of “badges,” not just for reading and sewing (at which she had got 
better), but also cleaning her room, washing and ironing, though not cooking. Her mother could not 
cook either, having had a maid in Vienna, and during wartime there was not much to cook anyway. 
She once told Rachel to ask the other girls where they learned to cook, and when she heard “from 
their mothers,” the subject was dropped forever. For her “First Class” at guides, Rachel had to cook 
outdoors. She cut the turf and folded it back neatly, and managed to light a little fire, helped by 
wax remnants from the candles they lit on Friday night. She had brought some half-cooked 
hamburger, and had just put it into the pan with some margarine when the examiner came around 
in the nick of time to see that the contents of the pan had caught fire! She passed all the same. It 
was the only time she cheated. With the Guides she also went to the top of the city library to turn 
paperback into hardbacks for the troops. They carefully detached the paper covers and stuck them 
onto cardboard, which was fixed round the books. They felt very important going up in the elevator 
behind the scenes in the library, and of course they came out covered in glue. 

With her newly acquired cleaning skills Rachel helped her mother to clean her father’s office. 
They would go while he was at his second job, and Rachel went along during school vacations to 
scrub and polish until everything glittered. Sometimes a patient would come to make an 
appointment (gradually there were a few patients). It seemed to cause more embarrassment to the 
patient than to them to recognize that the cleaning crew was the doctor’s family. 
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Rachel’s ancient bicycle was a casualty of the move from Bedford. She mourned the loss 
intensely, especially as bicycles were, like most things, “in short supply” during the war, not to 
mention expensive. She saved her pocket money assiduously, and in due course her father was able 
to get a brand new bicycle through a patient. How she cherished it, fanatically polishing its chrome 
handlebars. One awful day, surely one of the worst days of her childhood, it was gone, stolen from 
the downstairs hallway where it had been firmly chained to a radiator. She was so upset that she 
called her father at his office, a thing she never did, and all she could do was weep into the 
telephone. Assuming that her mother had been injured, he was immensely relieved when at last she 
could stammer that it was her bicycle. “ONLY the bicycle,” he replied. After a while he managed 
to get her another one, but Rachel never felt for it the affection she had had for its predecessor. To 
begin with, it had black handlebars, more practical to be sure than the shiny chrome, and then she 
hadn’t “earned” it herself. Still she went out on it, sometimes with her one friend, Ruthy Macintyre, 
and later with her father. They would go off on Sunday afternoons to explore the environs of 
Manchester. On one occasion they skirted the airport, a training ground for paratroops. Her mother 
scolded them roundly for engaging in activities that might be deemed dangerous in enemy aliens. 

Rachel became pretty self-reliant early on. Her mother spent a good deal of time in her father’s 
office, keeping the records and assisting chairside. Later a series of girls were employed to answer 
the phone and open the door, but they were notoriously unreliable so that her mother would have to 
drop everything and rush into the office whenever the help did not turn up. After coming home 
from school Rachel would hastily do her homework, get a tomato sandwich for dinner, and go out 
to play in the parking area of the apartment complex throwing her precious ball against the wall. It 
had started life as a tennis ball, but its covering had long since worn off to reveal its black rubber 
interior. Because balls were rubber, they too were “in short supply,” another phrase that meant you 
could not get them for they were, like almost everything, needed for “the war effort.” Rachel had 
that one irreplaceable ball for years. 

Sometimes during the school vacations she would accompany her grandmother on her shopping, 
acting as interpreter for the old lady who never learned English. In her late 80s she came to believe 
that there were just two languages, the Yiddish spoken by Jews, and “Goyish” (“goy” = stranger in 
Hebrew) spoken by all others. In the shops she would address the assistants in her best German. 
Her grandmother was to be her refuge in case of an air raid. She was instructed to grab a small 
pigskin suitcase in her parents’ closet and go down to her grandmother’s place if the siren went off 
when she was alone. She did not ask what valuables were in that suitcase, and was deeply 
disappointed to find out many, many years later that it contained nothing but documents: a copy of 
her birth certificate (the original had got lost), her parents’ marriage certificate in Hebrew and 
German, her parents’ medical degree certificates, etc. Under the Nazis without documents you were 
lost, a permanent non-person, so it was highly important to preserve all this evidence. There were 
few air raid attacks on Manchester after 1942. What frightened Rachel more, irrationally, was the 
fear of a parachutist, a lingering memory of the early days of the war. When she was alone in the 
apartment, especially after dark, she was afraid to go along the short corridor to the bathroom for 
fear that a Japanese parachutist would jump out of the closet. 

In her early teens, Rachel experienced the usual friction with her mother over very minor 
matters. She would throw her raincoat down on her bed, when she came home from school, 
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whereas her mother wanted her to hang it up and brush it. In time Rachel realized that she would 
have to hang it up when she went to bed, so she might as well do it immediately. Brushing it (it was 
navy blue and showed every speck) was another matter. Her mother also wanted her to brush her 
hair more, although Rachel insisted that would not help. She had her father’s fine straight hair, not 
her mother’s wavy sort. However, on the whole there was little real strife in the family; Rachel 
understood that her parents had enough troubles without her causing difficulties. They felt that she 
should fend for herself at school too, although her father helped her with drawing homework and 
patiently explained various mathematical concepts that had been poorly presented by her one bad 
teacher who was a gifted mathematician but inept at verbal explanations. 

When Rachel was about thirteen, the school told her parents that she had a gift for languages. 
The headmistress made it her business to visit classes and to get to know each of the school’s 300 
pupils. Rachel had a wonderful French teacher, a French woman who made them not only read but 
actually speak the language from an early stage. Later Mrs. Herbert, like some of Rachel’s other 
teachers at the Manchester High School, was recruited by university departments of education to 
teach how to teach. The news that languages were her forte was a bombshell to her parents; it was 
like hearing nowadays that your child is on drugs. They did not know how to handle this; they were 
stunned, for they, like she, had always assumed she would go to medical school. It was essential for 
a Jew to opt for an independent profession, they thought, where one would not have to seek 
employment by others. After their experiences in Vienna, the specter of antisemitism was never far 
from their minds. How can one support oneself with languages? That she needed to be self-
supporting was impressed on Rachel early on. The uncomfortable issue was temporarily shelved; in 
time it was to resolve itself. 

VE (victory in Europe) day came in May 1945. The continuing war in the Far East was not of 
direct interest to the British population; as far as they were concerned, the war was over, and they 
had won. Immense spontaneous rejoicing occurred throughout the country. 

Not so in Rachel’s family where there was always more anxiety than celebration. Her father was 
in hospital, in desperate condition in those days before antibiotics, following another gall stone 
surgery after attacks for months on end that had often forced him to cancel appointments and had 
done his budding practice no good. Who wants to go to an unreliable dentist? There had been 
frightening talk of a tumor. Her father worried that he had no life insurance, he would have to rely 
on his brother-in -law to look after his wife and daughter. Rachel remembers well how terribly sick 
her father looked, curled up in bed, crouched in pain. A surgeon who was his patient and had an 
office in the same building insisted that it was not a tumor but further small stones coursing up and 
down the bile duct and causing terrific pain. He was right. He carried out the surgery under local 
anesthetic in a good but remote hospital in an extremely poor district (he was a socialist). After 
school Rachel would have to get two buses to go visiting. The people on the second bus literally 
smelled bad, yet they kept their tiny row houses immaculately clean, regularly scrubbing and 
whitening their front door steps. Owing to the shortage of nurses (“shortage” was of course another 
common wartime word), Rachel’s mother would spend long hours in the hospital caring for her 
husband. She would come home at 11 p.m. sometimes. Fortunately it was May, and with the 
double summer time in operation in Britain during the war it remained light till very late. Rachel 
used to go to the bus stop to meet her until a man tried to molest her one evening, exposing himself 
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and urging her to come and play with him. She turned tail, ran home, and never went to meet her 
mother again. 

So on VE day Rachel was alone, not sharing the universal rejoicing. Her aunt, her mother’s 
sister, rode round the city on the upper deck of a bus to see the crowds celebrating, but she did not 
think to take Rachel along. On the contrary, she caused her fright and grief by urging her sister to 
go back to Vienna now that the war was over to resume her profession, arguing that Rachel was old 
enough now at age 14 to look after herself, and her husband as good as dead. Knowing how much 
her mother loved both her profession and her sister, Rachel was truly afraid she might heed the 
advice. In these thoughts she did an injustice to her mother who was firmly committed to her 
family—not that she did not go on missing her profession. Apart from helping in the practice, she 
read the British Medical Journal and the Lancet with passion every week, only complaining 
sometimes that it was all biochemistry. 

The war was far from over in 1945. Indeed, things got worse in the next few years because 
Britain was so depleted from the war effort. Bread was rationed briefly for the first time in 1946. 
Even in the early 1950s when Rachel went to Cambridge to graduate school, she had to take her 
ration book with her, although by then things were loosening up so that late on Saturday afternoon 
she might be able to scrounge an extra egg from a grocery store. Worst of all was the shortage of 
coal, particularly in the record-breaking cold of the winter of 1947. The central heating in their 
apartment gave out when the water froze in the underground pipes. The trains stopped running 
because the points were coated with ice. It seemed as if the entire country were immobilized, 
exhausted by the years of sacrifice that the war had entailed. The British resented the Marshall  
aid so liberally extended to the defeated Germans, while the victors were left to fend for themselves 
as best they could. The one bright event that year was the marriage of Princess Elizabeth to  
Philip Mountbatten. 

Rachel experienced “peace time” for the first time when they went on vacation to Switzerland  
in 1948 after becoming naturalized as British citizens. They were keen to try out their British 
passports immediately! The contrast between war and peace was starkly impressed on her during 
that journey. After crossing by boat from Dover to Boulogne they went by train through the “Pas 
de Calais” area which had been heavily bombed in the closing months of the war when it had been 
the site for the launching pads for the unmanned V2 (“doodle-bug) bombs directed at London. 
Nothing was left but pile upon pile of rubble. The next morning, having crossed France overnight, 
they arrived into what seemed like a magically transformed world. They followed the advice they 
had been given to get off the train and have breakfast in the station restaurant in Basel. What a 
revelation! It was just a pretty ordinary continental breakfast but to Rachel it was full of wonders: 
freshly brewed coffee made from real coffee beans, crisply baked rolls, lashings of butter, two 
kinds of preserves, and to top it all, honey. Though she was no gourmet, she savored it. In 
Switzerland also they saw in the stores all sorts of things still unobtainable in England: Heinz 
baked beans, Dundee marmalade, British products that were for export only. 

Growing up in wartime England left Rachel a legacy that was to prove utterly devastating later 
in her life. When she was fourteen, she got a bad sore throat with a high fever. Her mother looked 
at it and saw that her tonsils were all red and nasty looking, so she stayed in bed for a few days and 
drank lots of hot tea. There were very few doctors for the civilian population, and of course no 



277 

 

antibiotics except those specially brought from the USA for Churchill when he got pneumonia. 
Several months later her parents noticed that her ankles were swollen and dragged her off to an old 
doctor who diagnosed that she had developed nephritis (inflammation of the kidneys) as a result of 
the strep throat. She was put to bed for months on end, cared for with great devotion by her mother. 
That is when she became a reader; she also knitted, sewed, and learned Italian from a course on the 
radio. Her classmates, who had hardly been friendly before, suddenly became amazingly kind; one 
of them would visit her on most days after school to bring the homework and to take her work back 
to school so that she was able to keep up with her class. Occasionally one or other of the teachers 
visited too. Apart from bed rest, the only other treatment at the time was a salt-free diet, which 
likely heightened her indifference to food. At the end of the school year, although she had missed 
six months of school attendance, she took the major public examination, the School Certificate. Her 
school made all the arrangements, sending a teacher who was on maternity leave to act as the 
official supervisor. Rachel was allowed to get out of bed long enough to sit at the table to write 
each of the eight three-hour exams. She got five “distinctions:” in English, French, Latin, German, 
and History, and three “credits:” in Geography, General Science, and Mathematics. Her illness and 
the exam results settled the question of her future direction. For the Higher School Certificate, 
which came two years later, she chose English, Latin, French, and German. It was obviously not 
feasible to pursue the scientific subjects without being in a lab, and anyway it had meanwhile 
become abundantly clear where her talents lay. 

At the end of that summer a young doctor of German origin who had just been demobilized 
opened a practice in Manchester and quickly acquired a high reputation. He had newer ideas; he 
got Rachel out of bed. At first she was weak and very diffident, but by September she was able to 
go back to school half-time. Despite the kindness her classmates had shown her, her long absence 
made her detached from school, accustomed to doing things on her own. Resisting the school’s 
wish that she should sit for the Oxford and Cambridge entrance competitions, she decided to go to 
the Victoria University of Manchester in order to stay at home in the central heating rather than 
brave the cold in the colleges. For she had been urged to avoid catching cold so as to prevent the 
nephritis from flaring up again. 

So she got a ‘flu shot in her mid-twenties; it seemed a prudent thing to do. By then she had got 
her Ph.D. at Cambridge and was in her first teaching job at the Queen’s University of Belfast. 
Before the days of disposable needles, total sterilization was not possible; as among drug addicts 
today needles could spread infections. That is how Rachel came to be one of ten cases of B-hepatitis 
traced to the same needle by the public health authorities in Manchester. Most were either mild or 
even sub-clinical; hers alone was so virulent that her parents were told that she had no chance of 
survival. They should have doubted this verdict for Rachel sent her mother to buy some orange 
tinted nail varnish, which would look better with her deep yellow skin than her usual pink shade. 
As an experiment, since there seemed to be little to lose she was put onto high doses of steroids, 
which were gradually tapered off over five months. It cured her although she was off teaching for a 
year and was a physical mess with damage to her skin and the grotesque “moon” face characteristic 
of steroids. Yet she recovered from all this too, and seemed alright for thirty years until she began 
to experience a lot of pain in her joints. At first a male doctor diagnosed depression (it was eighteen 
months after her father’s death) and put her onto an anti-depressant, which so knocked her out that 
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she had to stay in the house for two days. A woman doctor sent her for x-rays, which showed that 
the steroids had cut off the blood supply to the cartilage so that bone was rubbing against bone. 
When she had hip replacement surgery, it was the joke of the hospital that she had been treated for 
this condition by an anti-depressant. 

However, that surgery did not turn out well either. So now she sits and writes. 

3. Conclusion by Anabel Aliaga-Buchenau 

Today Lilian Furst does not write anymore but her voice remains. Working with Lilian Furst 
was a privilege in many ways. Her sharp mind and analytical skill were unmatched, and what is 
more her experiences and stories were a window into a lost world. The Rachel Chronicles tell her 
story from the early days in Vienna, to her life in war torn England, her education at Cambridge, 
her first academic job and then her immigration to and wanderings through the United States. 
Along the way, the reader learns about what it is like to be a woman graduate student in Cambridge 
in the 50s, about the Furst family furniture which made it from the apartment in Vienna, to London, 
then to Manchester, to Chapel Hill and finally to my home in Charlotte, Furst’s collection of  
more then 100 bears, her books, and the deterioration of her eyes. Lilian Furst comes alive in 
Rachel’s narrative. 
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