REBUILDING JEWISH
LIFE IN GERMANY

<






REBUILDING JEWISH
LIFE IN GERMANY

=

EpiTED BY JAY HOwARD GELLER
AND MICHAEL MENG

—
RUTGERS UNIVERSITY PRESS

NEW BRUNSWICK, CAMDEN, AND NEWARK,
NEW JERSEY, AND LONDON



Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Geller, Jay Howard, editor. | Meng, Michael, editor.

Title: Rebuilding Jewish life in Germany / edited by Jay Howard Geller and Michael Meng.
Description: New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, [2020] | Includes
bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2019017599 | ISBN 9781978800724 (cloth) | ISBN 9781978800717
(pbk.)

Subjects: LCSH: Jews—Germany—History—1945-1990. | Jews—Germany—History—
1990- | Jews—Germany—Intellectual life. | Germany—Ethnic relations.

Classification: LCC DS134.26 .R43 2020 | DDC 305.892/4043—dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019017599

A British Cataloging-in-Publication record for this book is available from the British
Library.

This collection copyright © 2020 by Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey
Individual chapters copyright © 2020 in the names of their authors

All rights reserved

No part of this book may be reproduced or utilized in any form or by any means,
electronic or mechanical, or by any information storage and retrieval system, with-
out written permission from the publisher. Please contact Rutgers University Press,
106 Somerset Street, New Brunswick, NJ 08901. The only exception to this prohibition
is “fair use” as defined by U.S. copyright law.

The paper used in this publication meets the requirements of the American National
Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials,
ANSI 739.48-1992.

www.rutgersuniversitypress.org

Manufactured in the United States of America



CONTENTS

Introduction 1
Jay Howard Geller and Michael Meng

The Politics of Jewish Representation in Early
West Germany 14
Jay Howard Geller

We Have the Right to Exist Here: Jewish Politics
and the Challenges of Wiedergutmachung

in Post-Holocaust Germany 30

Andrea A. Sinn

Bernhard Brilling and the Reconstruction
of Jewish Archives in Postwar Germany 48
Jason Lustig

Whose Heritage? Early Postwar German-Jewish History
as Remigrants’ History—the Case of Hamburg 65
Miriam Riirup

Migration, Memory, and New Beginnings: The Postwar
Jewish Community in Frankfurt am Main 84
Tobias Freimiiller

Helmut Eschwege and Jewish Life in the German
Democratic Republic 101
Alexander Walther

Learning Years on the Path to Dissidence: Stefan
Heym’s Friendship with Robert Havemann and Wolf
Biermann 118

Cathy S. Gelbin



vi

10

11

12

13

CONTENTS

Ernst Bloch’s Eschatological Marxism 150

Michael Meng

Diasporic Place-Making in Barbara Honigmann 166
Katja Garloff

Tur Tur’s Lantern on a Tiny Island: New Historiographical
Perspectives on East German Jewish History 181
Constantin Goschler

Community Responses to the Immigration of
Russian-Speaking Jews to Germany, 1990—2006 191
Joseph Cronin

Policing the East: The New Jewish Hero in Dominik

Graf’s Crime Drama I Angesicht des Verbrechens 206
Jill Suzanne Smith

“You Are My Liberty”: On the Negotiation of Holocaust
and Other Memories for Israelis in Berlin 223

Irit Dekel

Epilogue 246
Jay Howard Geller and Michael Meng

Index 255



REBUILDING JEWISH
LIFE IN GERMANY

<






S
INTRODUCTION

Jay Howard Geller and Michael Meng

On the morning of 26 March 2012, Germans woke up to the news that the city of
Frankfurt had elected Peter Feldmann of the Social Democratic Party as mayor
in a run-off election. This development was particularly noteworthy because he
was the city’s first center-left mayor in seventeen years and had won only sec-
ond place in the initial election. However, there was added significance because
Feldmann was Jewish—only the second Jew elected as mayor of a major Ger-
man city since 1945 and the first in Frankfurt since 1933, when Nazi agitation
had compelled Ludwig Landmann to resign his office. It is extremely unlikely,
however, that Feldmann’s Jewish heritage affected the election in any significant
way.' In 2018, he won reelection with over 70 percent of the vote.

For foreign Jewish observers, Feldmann’s victory was a sign of how far Ger-
many had come and how at home Jews felt in a unified Germany.> A few months
after Feldmann began his second term of office, the New York Times ran a profile
of a popular, openly Jewish gangsta rap star in Germany who went by the stage
name Sun Diego.’ At the other end of the cultural spectrum, Daniel Barenboim
was serving as the general music director of the Berlin State Opera and the Staats-
kapelle Berlin. During the early 2000s, Germany’s leading highbrow weekly news
magazine, Die Zeit, was under the editorship of Josef Joffe, a German-Jewish
journalist. Though the official Jewish community of Germany remains relatively
small—approximately ninety-eight thousand Jews among a general population
of eighty-two million—individual Jews have notable roles in German public life,
and it is possible to live a Jewish religious and cultural life in Berlin and other
major metropolises.*

That is not to say that Jewish life has been normalized in Germany in the sense
that it is identical to the everyday lives of non-Jewish, nonimmigrant citizens or
residents of Germany. Indeed, police still guard Jewish schools, synagogues, and
other institutions, and visitors must be searched before entry. Anti-Israel dem-
onstrations can easily descend into anti-Semitism and use slogans reminiscent
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of Nazi rhetoric.’ In early April 2018, the German federal government tacitly
acknowledged the increasingly hostile atmosphere for Jews in Germany among
segments of the country’s population and decided to appoint a commissioner on
anti-Semitism, a position technically known as the Commissioner for Jewish Life
in Germany and for the Fight against Anti-Semitism. Only days after Feldmann’s
election, an Israeli was attacked in broad daylight in Berlin’s trendy and generally
affluent Prenzlauer Berg district for wearing a kippa.® In contrast to the situation
with Jewish community elites, many ordinary Jews who had hoped to make a life
in Germany no longer wish to remain in the country.” Nonetheless, the situation
has changed significantly compared to the first decades after 1945.

Through much of the history of the Bonn Republic (the old West Germany),
the Jewish community was small, often insular, and focused on its institutions.
Initially, culturally German Jews in particular—as opposed to Eastern Euro-
pean Jews in Germany—coalesced around the Central Council of Jews in Ger-
many (Zentralrat der Juden in Deutschland), statewide Jewish associations, and
the newspaper Allgemeine Wochenzeitung der Juden in Deutschland. Most Jews
worked in commerce, but for a variety of reasons, German banks would not
advance start-up capital to Jews, so Jewish loan societies fulfilled that function,
placing them somewhere between financial institutions and charitable funds and
reinforcing the community’s inward-looking nature. Additionally, most Jews in
Germany after 1948 had a pronounced Zionist orientation, possibly to compen-
sate for daring to settle (or resettle) in the “land of the perpetrators.”

The demographics of the community were also in flux in the country’s initial
decades. Right after 1949, there were roughly equal numbers of German Jews and
Eastern European Jews; however, the German Jews were largely older and were
frequently married to non-Jews. Nonetheless, in many cities, German Jews con-
trolled the levers of Jewish communal power. By the late 1960s, the Jewish com-
munity in Germany consisted overwhelmingly of Eastern European Jews and
their children. Concomitantly, prewar German Liberal Judaism did not regain
a significant foothold in Germany, and Orthodox Judaism following an Eastern
European model predominated for those who chose to affiliate with a synagogue.

During the first decades after the war, Jewish communal leaders such as Hen-
drik George van Dam and Karl Marx promoted Jewish interests, often quietly
through official channels or even back channels, relying on personal connections
and humble appeals for support. While several German universities did offer
courses on Jewish topics, the academic study of Judaism remained dominated
by Christian scholars. Only a handful of Jews taught Jewish history or Jewish
studies at German universities before the 1980s, with the postwar Free University
of Berlin the main focal point, as opposed to one of Germany’s tradition-rich
medieval universities. In literature, most Jewish authors writing in the German
language cast their views backward rather than illuminating contemporary
German-Jewish society.
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Some individual Jews engaged in the public sphere, though the most visible
among them had lived in Germany before the war (as opposed to Jews who had
previously resided in various areas of Eastern Europe). Hans Rosenthal had a
highly successful career as a radio and television quiz show host and president
of the Tennis Borussia Berlin soccer club, but he was also a high-ranking official
in the Berlin Jewish community. Alfred Ries was president of the Werder Bre-
men soccer club. A very small number of West German Jews entered politics,
mainly on behalf of the Social Democratic Party, including Bundestag mem-
bers Jakob Altmaier, Peter Blachstein, and Jeanette Wolff; federal constitutional
court member and Schleswig-Holstein justice minister Rudolf Katz, who did not
affiliate with the official Jewish community; and North Rhine—Westphalia justice
minister Josef Neuberger, who held Jewish communal offices. In 1965, Herbert
Weichmann became the mayor of Hamburg—he was the first Jewish mayor of
any German city since the Holocaust and the only one during the era of the Bonn
Republic. While Weichmann was a successful and popular leader, he ascended to
the mayoralty purely by accident. A local politician in the second tier, he came
to office initially as interim mayor when the previous office holder resigned over
a marriage scandal. Weichmann, the accidental mayor, served for six years. At
one point, there were discussions about him running for president of the Federal
Republic of Germany, but he declined to pursue the high office, feeling that Ger-
mans would not have accepted a Jewish president in 1969.

By the 1970s, change was under way in West Germany. A social democratic—
liberal coalition under Chancellor Willy Brandt governed the country. The left-
wing student movement was highly visible and vocal. Even within the Jewish
community, pressure for change was growing. Members of the generation born
and raised in Germany felt more integrated into non-Jewish society than their
parents and frequently held different views about mixed marriages than the
older generation. They also sought greater democracy within the Jewish com-
munity, a more nuanced view of Israel, and a more critical relationship with
West German political elites. It was clear that although the Jewish community
had not appreciably grown in size (hovering around thirty-two thousand),
it had become more comfortable with its place in Germany. A college for Jewish
studies was established in Heidelberg in 1979 and a national Jewish archive was
set up in the same city in 1987. Jewish topics became the subject of study at more
German universities, and in 1982, a large Jewish bookstore opened in Munich.
Members of the Jewish community in Frankfurt, which arguably had the most
diverse Jewish life in West Germany, felt comfortable literally demonstrating to
make their demands known and to stop anti-Semitism. In 1985, they took over
a theater stage to prevent a performance of Rainer Werner Fassbinder’s play
Garbage, the City, and Death, which had anti-Semitic overtones. Two years later,
demonstrators successfully protested the removal of the archaeological remains
of Frankfurt’s famous ghetto for the construction of a municipal public works
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building. These acts signaled both a desire for public recognition as Jews and an
acknowledgment that Jews saw West German society as their home, which they
wished to shape in both the present and the future.

In the German Democratic Republic (GDR), the organized Jewish commu-
nity was small to begin with and shrank further under the impact of Communist
anti-Semitism in the early 1950s. Nonetheless, a Jewish presence persisted in East
Germany, though for many years the community had only a nonordained rabbi
and, after his death in 1965, no rabbi at all until the 1980s. Additionally, anti-
Zionism became a part of official East German political discourse, and the Jewish
community remained under Stasi surveillance (like most groups in East German
society), though it also had some support for its religious needs. At the same
time, a handful of individuals from Jewish backgrounds who were not involved
in the official Jewish community played an outsized role in the cultural, intel-
lectual, and even political life of East Germany. Novelists Anna Seghers, Stefan
Heym, Arnold Zweig, and Jurek Becker were among the most prominent writers
of Jewish descent in either Germany between 1949 and 1990. Alexander Abusch,
Hermann Axen, and Albert Norden had long and successful careers in the East
German Communist Party, while Leo Zuckermann had to flee to West Berlin as a
wave of virulent anti-Semitism swept the Soviet bloc from 1951 to 1953.

The events of 1989 and 1990, which bought German reunification, fundamen-
tally changed Jewish life in Germany. A wave of Soviet, and then post-Soviet,
Jews to Germany exponentially increased the size of the community, bringing
tremendous challenges and opportunities. On one hand, Jewish communal
organs struggled to integrate and care for the newcomers. Additionally, most of
the immigrants viewed their Jewishness as a “national” or cultural identity—not a
religious one—in contradistinction to longtime community members. On the
other hand, the rapid growth of the community was accompanied by a reex-
ploration of Jewish culture and a blossoming of Jewish life within Germany.
In recent years, diverse Jewish institutions, Jewish cultural festivals, and even
Jewish-oriented restaurants and shops have been more conspicuous than at any
time since 1945. Moreover, a wave of Jewish Israelis has added to the cultural mix.
With Israelis and Russian Jews present and active in German cultural and social
life, notions of “What is Jewish?” and “Who is a Jew?” have grown more compli-
cated. A different sensibility regarding Jews pervades the German public, and
Jewish sensitivities are no longer so easily overlooked or ignored by political
and cultural leaders. The government’s negative reaction to a regional court deci-
sion in 2012 that threatened to end the legal circumcision of young boys indicates
an understanding of the situation of Jews in Germany. At the same time, Jews
in Germany have noticed a marked increase in manifestations of everyday anti-
Semitism in schools, on the soccer pitch, and on the street, though debate rages
over who is most responsible for this upsurge: the German Far Right, German
Far Left, or Muslim immigrants to Germany.® What seems to be increasingly
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evident, however, is that significant numbers of German citizens—like their
counterparts in other countries in Western and Eastern Europe—seem to be
moving in a nationalistic direction that might weaken German commitments
to acceptance of and solidarity with religious-cultural minorities such as Jews,
among other minority groups living in contemporary Germany.*

SCHOLARSHIP ON JEWS IN POSTWAR GERMANY

With this basic history as its focus, this volume offers new perspectives on the
history of Jews in West, East, and reunited Germany. To situate the volume’s
scholarly intervention, it might be useful to survey the scholarship that has been
written hitherto on the history of Jews in postwar Germany. While there is a
growing literature in German on the history of Jews in Germany after 1945, there
is comparatively less written on this topic in English,” with the notable excep-
tion of the significant literature that now exists on the immediate postwar years
in general and on the history of Jewish displaced persons (DPs) in particular.”
Shortly after the collapse of Hitler’s empire, occupied Germany became, ironi-
cally, a relatively safe refuge for some 250,000 Jews fleeing from a violent outburst
of anti-Semitism in Eastern Europe, above all in Poland.” Most of the Jews who
fled to Germany had little interest in staying there and soon migrated, typically
to the United States or Israel (after its founding in 1948). Despite the brevity of
their stay in postwar Germany, Jewish DPs established a vibrant social, politi-
cal, religious, and cultural life, which has garnered considerable attention from
scholars.

In contrast, the Jews who decided to stay in or return to Germany have
received considerably less attention from scholars until only very recently. For
many years, historians largely ignored the reestablishment of Jewish life in
Germany and its broader significance for postwar German history, with only
a handful of studies on the subject appearing from 1945 to 1989. Yet the situ-
ation changed significantly after the collapse of Communism and German
reunification in 1989-1990. In the ensuing years, a number of scholars published
broad surveys or edited volumes on Jewish life in Germany—particularly West
Germany—since 1945, though few of them were fundamentally archival studies.”
By the 2000s, a wave of dissertations, monographs, surveys, and edited volumes
based on intense research reexamined the topic in greater detail, often at the
communal level.® Similarly, the small Jewish community in Fast Germany and
Jewish-German relations in the GDR have received increased attention since the
mid- to late 1990s.” Only in 2018, however, did there appear in English a truly
comprehensive and chronologically ordered history of Jews in Germany since
1945—an English-language edition of a multiauthor volume, edited by Michael
Brenner and first published in German in 2012. Relying on previously inacces-
sible Jewish community records and surveying topics such as demographics,
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institutions, religion, culture, and relations with non-Jewish Germans, it depicts
the changing nature of Jewish life in Germany from the perspectives both of
regular community members and of high politics, elites, and institutions over
the course of many decades.”

Scholarship on Jews in the GDR, based on the very rich archival material
that the Communist regime left in its wake, has been heavily focused on the
regime’s (at times hostile) policy toward the Jewish community, with several
important exceptions.” Scholars such as Mario Kefller and Karin Hartewig
have explored the history of Jewish Communists who returned to East Ger-
many with the fervent belief that Germany could rebuild itself after Nazism
only through the establishment of a Communist regime.* By contrast, histori-
ans such as Jay Howard Geller have demonstrated that the East German Jewish
community, while heavily restricted by the regime’s policies, was nevertheless
able to secure some support from the state for its religious and cultural insti-
tutions; the same could be said about Jews—and non-Jews—in the GDR who
were able to carve out some space to remember and reflect on the Holocaust,
as Michael Meng has shown in his work on Jewish sites in postwar Germany.*

The scholarship on West Germany has been animated broadly by three cen-
tral issues, often in comparison to East Germany. First, historians in particular
have been keen to describe the actual process of rebuilding Jewish life in post-
Holocaust Germany by documenting the reconstruction of Jewish organizations,
institutions, and communities.** Second, historians, literary scholars, and others
have been interested in examining the relationship between Jews and Germans
after the Holocaust with regards to such issues as the memory of the Holocaust,
the return of Jewish property, and the outbreak of anti-Semitism after 1945.% And
third, the question of identity—namely, how Jews in Germany think of them-
selves as “Jews” living in the “land of the perpetrators”—has received consider-
able attention from cultural historians, anthropologists, and literary scholars.*

The latter two themes have dominated the scholarship that has recently
emerged on the contemporary period, as the size of the Jewish community
in reunited Germany grew substantially thanks to the immigration of Rus-
sian Jews after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Indeed, scholars continue to
be intrigued by questions of memory and identity.” Nevertheless, these ques-
tions are inflected in the new historical context of reunified Germany, a context
shaped not only by a larger, more diversified Jewish population but also by an
increasingly diverse German society. Currently, Germany has some ten million
foreigners living within its borders, and almost nineteen million people come
from a so-called migration background (Personen mit Migrationshintergrund).
As Germany’s demographics have changed, the country seems more than ever to
be pulled between the countervailing trends of cosmopolitanism and national-
ism. In such a changing situation, questions about identity and memory have
become more complicated.
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THE INTERVENTION OF THIS VOLUME

It has been three decades since German reunification and approximately two
decades since scholars engaged newly opened archives to illuminate Jewish life
and relations between Jewish and non-Jewish populations in the two Germanys.
Since then, many of the original investigators have reappraised their initial
assessments, and new scholars have expanded the breadth of the literature. At the
same time, the first decades of the so-called Berlin Republic now fall under
the rubric of contemporary history. This volume profits from these changes while
also embracing work in the fields of literature studies, film studies, and sociology.

Since the Jewish community in West Germany was small and often insu-
lar, its institutions and leading personalities were particularly important. Jay
Howard Geller opens this volume with an examination of the origins and early
struggles of the Central Council of Jews in Germany (Zentralrat der Juden in
Deutschland), the principal representative of Jewry in West Germany. It was by
no means certain that significant numbers of Jews would remain in Germany
or that they would unify for representative purposes. Indeed, they only did so
in reaction to the real possibility of (non-Jewish) German government officials
or (non-German) Jewish groups setting the agenda for their community and
making decisions on their behalf. Even so, the Central Council struggled for
financial stability and respect in its early years and looked to non-Jewish Ger-
man politicians for support. Building on the themes and chronology presented
in Jay Howard Geller’s essay, Andrea Sinn’s examination of the West German
Jewish community’s leadership—specifically that of prominent Jewish news-
paper publisher Karl Marx and Central Council general secretary Hendrik G.
van Dam—focuses on these leaders’ roles in justifying the continued presence
of Jews in the “land of the perpetrators,” including serving as watchdogs of Ger-
many’s nascent democracy and as advocates for reparations. However, Marx and
van Dam differed on the role that the Jewish community in Germany should
play vis-a-vis the West German federal government. While the journalist advo-
cated for an intermediary position between German officials and foreign Jewish
groups, the community administrator wanted to focus on the community’s own
needs. Additionally, van Dam struggled to maintain cooperation between the
Central Council’s members and foreign Jewish organizations that neglected or
denigrated the needs of the Jewish community in postwar Germany.

Indeed, the presence of Jews in Germany after the Holocaust could be seen
as a challenge to the State of Israel, founded in 1948, in part as a home for dis-
placed Jews. As shown by Jason Lustig, the German-born rabbi and archivist
Bernhard Brilling’s quest to establish a comprehensive Jewish archive in West
Germany as the successor of the prewar General Archive of German Jews
(Gesamtarchiv der deutschen Juden) conflicted with the aspirations of the Cen-
tral Archives for the History of the Jewish People, located in Jerusalem, to be a
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single, monumental archive for the Jewish people—including the Diaspora—in
the Jewish state. Consequently, the West German state, interested in fostering its
relationship with Israel, lent Brilling little support, and Communist East Ger-
many and Poland would not transfer their archival holdings. Both the modest
archive that Brilling did establish in Germany and the Central Archives for the
History of the Jewish People in Jerusalem reflected the realities of (German-)
Jewish life after the Holocaust and visions for the future of the Jews anchored
in their experience of the past. Similarly, German-Jewish refugees in the United
States, Great Britain, and Israel established branches of the Leo Baeck Insti-
tute for the study of historic German-speaking Jewry. Though not a part of
their effort, the Institute for the History of the German Jews (Institut fiir die
Geschichte der deutschen Juden) served as an analog to the Leo Baeck Insti-
tutes, but as Miriam Riirup shows, the institute’s leaders struggled to achieve
acceptance both from non-Jewish German archivists and historians, who chal-
lenged their objectivity, and from fellow former-German Jews, who questioned
their right to preserve and interpret German-Jewish history. Meanwhile, Israel
laid claim to the Hamburg Jewish community’s archives, which had survived
the Nazi years intact. Rejecting this negation of the Diaspora and involuntary
“ingathering of the exiles” (or of their material heritage), Hamburg Jews saw the
preservation of their archives in situ as a way to establish a claim of continuity
and legitimization for their postwar community. Only after several decades did
the Institute for the History of the German Jews receive the recognition and
respect demanded by its work, and the presence of an extensive Jewish archive
in Hamburg was seen as facilitating research on the broader history of Ham-
burg in addition to specifically Jewish history.

Looking at Jewish life and institutions in Frankfurt, Tobias Freimiiller illu-
minates the tensions that internally divided the city’s Jewish community from
the late 1940s to the 1980s. While the leadership of the postwar Jewish com-
munity was in the hands of “German” Jews, who claimed legal and symbolic
continuity with the prewar community, most Jewish community members were
former DPs from Eastern Europe who had no roots in Frankfurt and could not
relate to the city’s storied Jewish past. They were soon joined by immigrants or
remigrants from Israel. Without a common past, support for Israel and Zion-
ism served as a source of shared identity. Later, the generation of Frankfurt Jews
born after the war tried to find a place between the conservative Jewish establish-
ment and the city’s vibrant leftist activist scene.

The GDR, colloquially known as East Germany, presented a different set of
challenges for Jews and Judaism. Moreover, East Germany’s appeal to Jews was
very different from that of West Germany. Many individuals of Jewish heritage
made a conscious choice to settle in East Germany for ideological reasons or for
the opportunity to build a better, more humane Germany after the Holocaust.
However, the reality of life under German Communism—including eruptions
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of anti-Semitism, persistent anti-Zionism, and insensitivity to the needs of Jew-
ish victims of the Nazis—was often at variance with their vision for Germany’s
future. Considering the weakness of institutional Jewish life in East Germany,
small size of the community, and disproportionate prominence of some leftist
Jewish intellectuals in the GDR, focusing on certain individuals illuminates both
the promise and the disillusionment associated with the Jewish experience in the
“Workers” and Farmers’ State.”

Among those Jews who initially saw great promise in East Germany was
Helmut Eschwege, a noted historian. For a time, he was willing to assist the Com-
munist regime, including working as a Stasi informant, though he did depart
from the GDR’s anti-Zionist stance, as Alexander Walter shows in his contribu-
tion to this book. As an individual attempting to negotiate between his support
for the regime and his Jewish heritage, Eschwege stands as a significant example
of the challenges of sustaining some semblance of Jewish life in the Communist
East. A much more vocal critic of the regime was Stefan Heym. In a capacious
chapter that spans everything from Heym’s friendship with Robert Havemann
and Wolf Biermann, to the political implications of those friendships, to his criti-
cal relationship with the Socialist Unity Party of Germany (SED) dictatorship,
Cathy Gelbin provides a rich analysis of Heym as a committed socialist who nev-
ertheless challenged the regime so as to improve it. In doing so, her chapter offers
a more nuanced portrait of Jewish contributions to East German life and culture.

One of the most well-known individuals of Jewish heritage to return to East
Germany was Ernst Bloch. As Michael Meng discusses in his chapter, Bloch ini-
tially became attracted to East Germany as a possible place to build a new kind
of society that promised to offer an expansive notion of human freedom. Meng
attempts to untangle precisely what “freedom” means for Bloch especially as it
pertains to death, so as to demonstrate the richness of Bloch’s “eschatological”
Marxism in the postwar era. Katja Garloff explores the central tension between
displacement and settlement in postwar German-Jewish history and culture by
turning to the literary work of Barbara Honigmann, who lived in East Germany
before embarking on a successful career as a German-language writer in Stras-
bourg, France. Specifically, Garloft explores the theme of displacement through
Honigmann’s reflections on the return of her parents to post-Holocaust Ger-
many, while she examines the theme of settlement—uneasy, to be sure—through
Honigmann’s narration of visits to Jewish cemeteries as spatial embodiments of
the German-Jewish past. After examining these two themes, Garloff concludes
that “place-making” enables displaced subjects to find a new sense of home
in the Diaspora.

Despite the small size of the active Jewish community in East Germany, there is
a relatively large and vibrant scholarly literature on the topic, which Constantin
Goschler reviews and categorizes. Indeed, perspectives on the history of Jews in
East Germany have undergone a number of interpretive turns in the last thirty
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years. The initial wave of research, relying on then newly opened archives, stood
in the shadow of the Cold War and stressed the instrumentalization of Jews and
Jewish-related issues by the East German state and Communist Party. Later,
scholars began to consider Jewish life in East Germany, reflecting on questions of
Jewish identity and Holocaust memory. In his chapter, Goschler looks forward
and proposes widening the circle of individuals covered by Jewish biography in
the GDR; transcending the traditional parameters of 1945, 1949, and 1990 in con-
sidering “East German” Jewish history; adopting a transnational approach to the
topic; considering waves of community construction; and interrogating notions
of Jewish identities, which may compete or overlap with each other.

Following German reunification and the collapse of the Soviet bloc, the Jew-
ish community experienced a massive transformation occasioned by the influx
of Jews and people of Jewish descent from the former Soviet Union. Joseph
Cronin sheds light on the ways that Jewish leaders in Germany and non-Jewish
German politicians understood this phenomenon. Indeed, their disparate views
and needs led to uncertainty and controversy regarding the regulation of Jewish
immigration and care for immigrants. While the Soviet government used patri-
lineal descent to assign Jewish “nationality” to Soviet citizens, Jewish religious
communities have historically used matrilineal descent to determine belonging.
As a result of this discrepancy, thousands of former Soviets were admitted to
Germany as Jews but were not eligible for membership in the official Jewish com-
munity, and structural obstacles prevented their formal conversion to Judaism.
After years of misunderstandings between German government officials and
the Jewish community as well as of ill feeling between Russian Jews (who saw
their identity as cultural) and Jewish community leaders in Germany (who
maintained the primacy of religion), the Central Council of Jews in Germany
convinced German state governments to permit indirect use of the Jewish reli-
gious (or “halakhic”) definition of Jewishness to determine eligibility for post-
Soviet Jewish immigration to Germany.

The two final essays in this volume, by Jill S. Smith and Irit Dekel, turn to the
contemporary situation. Through an analysis of Dominik Graf’s crime drama Im
Angesicht des Verbrechens (Face to Face with the Crime), Smith explores the com-
plex, multilayered history of Jewish migration to Germany within the broader
context of debates about multiculturalism and difference in reunified Germany.
On one hand, she interprets the crime drama as an expression of German anxiet-
ies about ethnocultural differences and concomitant hopes that assimilation will
prevail, while, on the other hand, she views the series as suggesting the possibility
of embracing cultural differences in a manner that transforms German culture
into something new. In short, Smith touches on the profound tension between
assimilation and pluralism in German society and culture today.

In the final essay of the volume, Irit Dekel picks up on this theme as well.
Examining the reactions of the German and Hebrew press to Israeli migration
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to Berlin, she shows the complexities of this striking post-1989 development. In
particular, Dekel contrasts the ways in which Germans view the migration of
Jews to Berlin as evidence of their country’s putative transformation into a “cos-
mopolitan” nation to the ways in which the migrants themselves view it as both
liberating and constraining in regards to their own nationalistic-ethnic affilia-
tions. By detailing this contrast, Dekel emphasizes the central role that national
identity continues to play in discussions and experiences of migration.

If taken as a whole, the essays in this volume not only make a contribution
to the now sizeable literature on Jews in postwar Germany but also enrich our
understanding of German politics, society, and culture after Nazism—and par-
ticularly of themes such as nationalism, memory, migration, freedom, and dif-
ference in the postwar era.
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CHAPTER 1

<

THE POLITICS OF JEWISH
REPRESENTATION IN EARLY
WEST GERMANY

Jay Howard Geller

Since 1950, the Central Council of Jews in Germany (Zentralrat der Juden in
Deutschland) has been the principal representative body for the organized Jew-
ish communities in Germany and their chief mediator with the German federal
government. Despite the relatively small size of its constituency—just under one
hundred thousand individuals in 105 Jewish communities in 2017'—the Cen-
tral Council has a notable role in German public affairs. Non-Jewish German
politicians consider the opinions of the Central Council’s leadership when mak-
ing decisions regarding Jewish affairs, including memorialization of the Holo-
caust and the regulation of rituals such as circumcision and kosher slaughter of
animals.?

Considering the Central Council’s political prominence and central role in
organized Jewish life in Germany, it is important to illuminate its origins and
early years. Close examination demonstrates that despite its importance, this
group’s establishment was a reaction to external circumstances and not the result
of factors deriving entirely from the Jews then living in Germany. Moreover, in its
early years, the organization had a relatively marginal role in the West German
government’s relations with the Jews, broadly speaking, and was even dependent
on the (non-Jewish) government for its survival.

During the years of Allied occupation before the establishment of the Federal
Republic of Germany, there was not a single unified Jewish community in Ger-
many. At best, one can speak of two distinct groups separated by cultural, reli-
gious, and political differences.’ The larger of the two communities consisted of
Eastern European Jews, who had mainly come to Germany after their liberation
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from the concentration camps. While it may seem paradoxical that non-German
Jews who had been liberated from Nazi German camps would come to Ger-
many (and specifically Western Germany) of their own volition, this is precisely
what happened. Faced with the persistence of anti-Semitism in Eastern Europe
and the rise of discriminatory Communist regimes, tens of thousands of Jewish
survivors of the Holocaust and Jews who had spent the war in the Soviet Union
made the decision not to return permanently to their hometowns but rather to
flee to the relative safety of the Western Allies’ occupation zones in Germany.
While some did settle in German cities, the vast majority congregated in refugee
camps under the auspices of the Allied armies, the United Nations Relief and
Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA) and, later, the International Refugee
Organization (IRO).

These Jews, known as displaced persons (DPs), had a different pre-Holocaust
cultural, religious, and political experience from Western European Jews. Their
native milieu was Yiddish-speaking (or bilingual, with Yiddish and a European
national language). While many of them had lost their Jewish faith in the camps
or had secularized before the Holocaust, Orthodox Judaism was practically the
only variety of Jewish religion practiced by DPs. Additionally, prewar politics
among Fastern European Jews were intensely Jewish, with competition between
Labor Zionists, Bundists, Revisionist Zionists, and other specifically Jewish polit-
ical parties that were unpopular or unknown in Western Europe.

In addition to the Jewish refugees from Eastern Europe, who numbered as
many as two hundred thousand, there were also remnants of pre-Holocaust Ger-
man Jewry. After liberation on 8 May 1945, many German Jews who had survived
the camps returned to their hometowns or congregated in large cities. Other
Jews, who had survived in hiding or through their marriages to non-Jewish
spouses, emerged from the shadows. Some German Jews returned to Germany
from their exile abroad. These Jews were culturally German. Their politics were
German liberal or social democratic, and their religious practice was overwhelm-
ingly Liberal Judaism, a variety of Jewish rite largely unknown outside of Central
Europe. As they recommenced their personal and professional lives in German
cities, they reestablished synagogues and Jewish communal institutions. In their
efforts, they looked chiefly to German governments on the local level and even
state level for assistance. For collective political representation, they organized
themselves into state associations (Landesverbinde) and zonal “interest repre-
sentations” (Interessenvertretungen). In total, the German Jews did not number
more than twenty thousand and were likely far fewer.

With nothing to return to in Eastern Europe, most Jewish DPs wished to leave
Europe permanently. A large number of them, possibly the majority, desired to
settle in Palestine in the hope that it would soon be home to a Jewish state. How-
ever, the British, who still controlled Palestine under the terms of a League of
Nations mandate and who faced a disintegrating situation between Palestine’s
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Jewish and Arab populations, did not wish to permit Jewish immigration to the
territory. Additionally, immigration to the United States was either not possible
or not desired. For the most part, the Jewish DPs found themselves stuck in DP
camps. There, they built up microsocieties that both drew upon the culture of
prewar Jewish Eastern Europe, which was no longer extant, and the culture of
Zionist Palestine, which they regarded as their future home. The camps had
schools for children and occupational retraining programs for adults, religious
institutions, a flourishing press, and entertainment venues. They received assis-
tance from American and international Jewish welfare agencies, as well as the
U.S. Army and UNRRA and IRO. Some DPs lived in camps but worked in Ger-
man cities. Nonetheless, they did not see themselves setting down permanent
roots on German soil and intended to leave when they could. Meanwhile, many
DPs, most notably in the American zone of occupation, slipped out of the camps
and Germany and traveled to Mediterranean ports to hazard the illegal journey
to Palestine.

Politically, the Jewish DPs organized themselves on a camp-by-camp basis
and later into organizations, known as Central Committees, for all DPs in a given
zone of occupation. Generally speaking, they had very few ties to the German
Jews, who were much fewer in number, culturally and religiously very different,
and who intended to remain permanently in Germany. And this is how the situ-
ation concerning the two Jewish communities remained until 1948.

At the same time, Jews living in Germany had to reckon with a boycott by
their foreign coreligionists. During the summer of 1948, the World Jewish Con-
gress (WJC), meeting in Montreux, Switzerland, proclaimed “the determination
of the Jewish people never again to settle on the bloodstained soil of Germany.”*
A. Leon Kubowitzki, general secretary of the WJC from 1945 to 1948, called for
the dissolution of the Jewish communities in postwar Germany, whose existence,
in his view, somehow mitigated German guilt for the Holocaust.> DP leader Pes-
sach Piekatsch also spoke against Jews remaining in in Germany: “We feel no
responsibility toward those DPs who choose to remain. By helping the Gemein-
den [Jewish communities established by German Jews] to achieve permanence
we encourage DPs to remain t0o.”® Looking back on that time four decades later,
DP leader Norbert Wollheim, who had been born in Germany, saw things simi-
larly: “I didn’t destroy Germany. I have no duty to build it up again. I can’t. For
me, Germany is one big cemetery.””

Another sign of how foreign Jewish groups viewed the future of Jewish life
in Germany was the dispensation of property owned by German Jews killed in
the Holocaust whose heirs either could not be found or did not make a claim.
Control of this ownerless Jewish property was not assigned to the actual, exist-
ing Jewish communities in postwar Germany but rather to the Jewish Trust
Corporation (JTC) and the Jewish Restitution Successor Organization (JRSO),
as per the terms of an agreement between the Western Allies and these foreign
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Jewish groups. The JTC and JRSO directly or indirectly promoted the dissolu-
tion of organized Jewish life in Germany and intended to use proceeds from the
sale of properties to support Jewish life elsewhere. Naturally, the impoverished
communities of German Jews protested this decision, which both undermined
their own financial well-being and tacitly signaled disapproval of their remain-
ing in Germany.*

In the course of 1948, the situation on the ground in Germany changed dra-
matically. With the establishment of Israel as an independent state, Jewish DPs
were free to leave the Western Allies’ occupation zones and immigrate to the new
Jewish state. Concomitantly, the stream of Jewish refugees to Western Germany
ceased. As a result, the number of Eastern European Jewish DPs in diminished
from 150,000 to 66,000, and the numbers continued to shrink further. Israel
intended to accommodate all the DPs by the end of 1949. Under these circum-
stances, the American occupation authorities began to consolidate and close DP
camps. To many outside observers, this seemed to mark the end of a Jewish pres-
ence in Germany, but in fact, this would not be the case.

Thousands of German Jews and Eastern European Jewish DPs remained in
Germany despite the wishes of the Israeli government and Jewish relief organi-
zations. Soon, the U.S. Office of Military Government (OMGUS), the American
occupation authority, accepted the new reality. The OMGUS adviser for Jewish
affairs, Harry Greenstein, met military governor Lucius Clay and summarized
his views: “It is his conviction that it is possible for Jews to build a future for
themselves and their families in Germany and felt it would be a tragic mistake on
the part of the Jews to make Germany ‘Judenrein.”®

More consequential for all sides was the establishment of the Federal Repub-
lic of Germany in May 1949. As representatives of the people of Western Ger-
many worked to create a federal government, it was clear that the Americans
were going to relinquish responsibility for many aspects of governance and rela-
tions between the state and civil society, including the supervision of Jewish
affairs. Under these circumstances, American occupation authority leaders were
of the opinion that it was important for all the Jews in Germany—ZEastern Euro-
pean DPs and German Jews—to unite, and Harry Greenstein endeavored to
bring the DP communities and the German-Jewish groups together. U.S. high
commissioner John J. McCloy favored a central organization for all the Jews
in Germany."”

Greenstein organized a series of conferences on the future of Jewish life
in Germany. At the most important of the conferences, in Heidelberg on 31
July 1949, Greenstein spoke bluntly about the reality of the situation: “This
conference has been planned on the premise that there are at the present
time[,] and there will continue to be, Jewish communities in Germany.” While
recognizing the controversial debate on this issue, he proclaimed that it was
time to merge the DP and German-Jewish communities. Moreover, he wanted
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conference participants to “agree on the desirability of setting up an over-all
Jewish organization which will make it possible for us to plan together for all of
the Jews in Germany.”™

McCloy also supported the reestablishment of Jewish life in Germany, though
his remarks on the matter evince a certain naiveté and even condescension. He
attacked the notion that a country as large and important as Germany would not
have a substantial Jewish community, and he even went so far as to say that it was
odd that the Jews could not live in Germany as in other countries. He ascribed
the high degree of residual anti-Semitism in Germany to the effect of repeated,
intense propaganda under the Nazis and expected that it would be some time
before the atmosphere changed. However, in his opinion, the Jews in Germany
needed to contribute to the change in German attitude. They had to comport
themselves with honesty and courage. Moreover, he called the development
of the Jewish community in Germany as an indicator of “Germany’s progress
toward the light.” The entire world would be watching. Oddly, though, he seemed
to place the onus on the Jews: “The success of those that remain will to a large
extent depend on the extent to which that community becomes less a commu-
nity in itself and merges with the general community.”

One of the greatest obstacles to forming a unitary organization for all Jews in
Germany was the division between Jewish DPs and German Jews, exacerbated
by the large size of the DP population. However, now that almost all DPs will-
ing to emigrate had actually left the country, the two groups could plan for a
shared future. On the suggestion of German-Jewish leader and Bavarian politi-
cian Philipp Auerbach, delegates at the Heidelberg conference formed a com-
mittee with the goal of founding an umbrella organization for all existing Jewish
groups in Germany. DP leaders Pessach Piekatsch and Josef Rosensaft endorsed
the idea, but the latter absurdly stated, “The primary objective of the proposed
organization should be to enlighten those who intend to remain here, that there
is no place for them in Germany.”” In any event, they intended to meet again on
4 September 1949 to discuss proposals for the new body.™

Despite the plans for unity, tensions between DPs and German Jews did not
disappear, and diverging visions prevailed. Leaders of the German Jews com-
plained that the DPs’ Central Committee tried to determine the form of the
future organization. Not to put too fine a point on it, the German Jews’ regional
representatives informed the Jewish community of Frankfurt that “by preempt-
ing possible decisions, the Central Committee has shown that it will be very
difficult to work with it A speedy unification did not occur. Major Abraham
Hyman, Harry Greenstein’s successor as Jewish affairs adviser to McCloy, tried to
explain the failure: “In the first place, the community is impoverished from the
standpoint of leadership.” He added that many Jews could not decide whether
to stay or emigrate, “with the most articulate elements pulling in diametrically
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opposite directions.
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Not only were the Americans disappointed by the delay, but German poli-
ticians who supported reconciliation with the Jews were also frustrated. The
inability of the Jews to speak with a single voice hindered German efforts to
open a German-Jewish dialogue. Without a Jewish interlocutor, discussion
began concerning the appointment of an official Jewish adviser within the
West German government.” The controversy over this proposal lasted nearly a
year. Although most Jewish leaders in Germany eventually spoke out in oppo-
sition, it initially found support among some prominent Jews in Germany. Karl
Marx, publisher of the Allgemeine Wochenzeitung der Juden in Deutschland,
wrote to federal president Theodor Heuss, “It seems to me that clarification
of all these questions will only be possible if the federal government would
decide to consult a Jewish advisor, at least for the first few years.”® Government
officials worked on the details of the proposed office, and according to the state
secretary of the interior in the Federal Chancellery, “For domestic and foreign
policy reasons, it seems desirable to the Federal Chancellor [Konrad Adenauer]
to set up a Department of Jewish Affairs in the Ministry of the Interior.” The
proposed department within the Interior Ministry not only would handle cul-
tural matters but also would “have the task of ensuring that Jewish interests are
sufficiently taken into account in legislation and administration.” Adenauer
wanted Ernst G. Lowenthal to assume the office.” Lowenthal, who had been
born in Cologne and fled to Britain during the Nazi era, was in Wiesbaden
on the staff of the Jewish Cultural Reconstruction, the cultural branch of the
JRSO.

The idea of a Jewish department within the West German government
quickly encountered opposition from German-Jewish organizations. The Jew-
ish community of Frankfurt and the Interest Representation of Jewish Com-
munities in the American Zone came out against the plan. At a meeting of the
Interest Representation in December 1949, delegates demanded that the federal
government “discuss the questions that concern the Jews in Germany with their
democratically elected representations,” namely, the Interest Representation.* In
March 1950, Philipp Auerbach wrote to the Federal Chancellery to express his
opposition to the plan. He demanded that the federal government consult only
with the democratically elected representatives of the Jewish communities and
threatened that any Jew who took the office would be excluded from the Interest
Representation.” However, all this opposition did not resolve the problem: Jews
in Germany still did not speak with a single voice, and the West German govern-
ment still did not have a partner for German-Jewish dialogue. Even Auerbach
had to admit to federal interior minister Gustav Heinemann that “it has not been
possible to date to merge all the Jewish organizations in the Federal Republic
into one democratic organization. We have united only 90% of all Jewish fellow
citizens in the Coordinating Council of Jewish Organizations in the US Zone.”
In fact, several important Jewish communities were outside the American zone,
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including in Hamburg and Cologne, and many leading Jews lived in Northern
Germany, including Karl Marx and Norbert Wollheim.*

Meanwhile, Karl Marx worked behind the scenes for the implementation of
the proposal, and he advised the federal government on how best to promote
it. He suggested renaming the proposed office: “At the same time, I am taking
the liberty of asking you to check whether it is not possible for the department,
which is to be established, to be called the Reparations Department. In the view
of most Jewish circles domestically and abroad, such a designation may be par-
ticularly desirable because a Jewish Department existed under the former Ger-
man government.”*

According to Luitpold Werz of the Federal President’s Office, Marx told Heuss
that the biggest problem with the office was its appellation.> While the idea of
(non-Jewish) German government officials appointing an official representative
for the Jews was inherently offensive, Marx had hit upon an additional point
of insult: the office’s name. It is remarkable that German politicians and civil
servants failed to see the similarity between the name of their proposed office,
the Department for Jewish Affairs (Referat fiir Jiidische Angelegenheiten), and the
name of the office run by Adolf Eichmann during the Holocaust, the Jewish
Department (Judenreferat).

Considering the mixed signals—opposition by Auerbach and support from
Marx—federal chancellor Konrad Adenauer sought clarification of the situ-
ation. Since Munich-based Auerbach was the most important German-Jewish
leader in the American zone, Adenauer asked, “What about the opinion of the
Jews in the British and French zones?”* During a visit to Berlin in April 1950,
Adenauer met with local Jewish community chairman Heinz Galinski and Sieg-
mund Weltlinger, who had been the Berlin city government’s adviser for Jewish
affairs. He asked the two Berlin Jews for their opinions regarding the proposal
for a federal Jewish department, and they supported the idea. Weltlinger recalled,
“I urgently recommended the establishment of a Jewish Department in the Fed-
eral Republic, despite or rather precisely because of the protest of certain Jewish
circles, which fundamentally reject cooperation with German authorities and
are fanatically under the spell of a hate psychosis.” Turning to Galinski’s view,
Weltlinger wrote, “Mr. Galinski also supported these remarks, advocated for
a department, and recommended Dr. Léwenthal, who is personally known to
him.” Adenauer responded very positively to this opinion.*

The situation had reached an impasse. The leadership of the West German
federal government and state apparatus wanted a partner for German-Jewish dia-
logue and needed someone to provide counsel on sensitive matters concerning
the Jews—thus the seeming need for a department, or official adviser, for Jewish
Affairs. However, many Jewish leaders in Germany strongly opposed the creation
of such a post, while other Jewish leaders endorsed the proposal. At the same time,
the Jews living in Germany proved unable to form their own unitary organization,
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which could have represented them in public life and acted as an intermediary to
the government. The situation was untenable in the long term.

In the end, the critical catalyst for Jewish organizational unity came from
the World Jewish Congress (WJC), despite its infamous resolution from 1948.
WJC president Nahum Goldmann—who was raised and educated in pre-Nazi
Germany—supported unitary representation for the Jews in Germany, but he
did not have time to take charge of matters personally. Yet without WJC lead-
ership, it seemed that nothing was going to happen “because Jewish leaders in
Germany were too busy stabbing each other in the back,” in the estimation of an
American Jewish Committee representative in Paris. With the situation continu-
ally adrift, Gerhard Jacoby, WJC envoy in Germany, and A. L. Easterman, WJC
political director in London, took the initiative. At their invitation, Jewish dele-
gates from throughout Germany met on 8 July 1950 for initial talks. Despite mak-
ing progress, they could not conclude all plans for an umbrella organization and
arranged to have a second meeting on 19 July. Heinz Galinski of Berlin insisted
that Jews from East Germany be included. Meanwhile, a delegate from the Jewish
Agency insisted that there were no more Zionists in Germany and called Ger-
man Jews’ ties to world Jewry into question, an accusation that angered northern
German-Jewish leader Norbert Wollheim. Nonetheless, Gerhard Jacoby ended
the meeting with the observation that the WJC was pleased that the Jews in Ger-
many would found a united organization.”

On 19 July 1950, Jewish leaders from throughout Germany met in Frankfurt
to establish an umbrella organization for all Jews living in Germany. Almost
from the beginning, the meeting was mired in conflict. Although most of the
federal states and large cities of West Germany were represented, Heinz Galinski
from Berlin regretted “that no representative of the German Democratic Repub-
lic was invited. This absolutely should have happened. Also in the directorate,
which is to be founded, the Jews from the G.D.R. [must]| have a seat.”*® Some
delegates wanted Galinski to function as the delegate for Berlin and East Ger-
many, which he rejected: “Berlin and the East Zone are two different things. He
represents both parts of Berlin, but not the G.D.R. outside of Berlin. If the latter
is not represented, the Berlin community will not be able to cooperate.” But the
delegate from Hessen opposed participation by the Jewish community in East
Germany and its representation in Bonn, the West German capital. Another
source of conflict was the new organization’s areas of competency. The power-
ful heads of statewide Jewish representative bodies feared a diminution of their
power. Norbert Wollheim from Northern Germany wanted Jewish state associa-
tions to retain all responsibility for regional matters.>

A four-person directorate and fifteen-person council would lead the new
organization. For the directorate, Philipp Auerbach of Bavaria nominated him-
self; Heinz Galinski, head of the Berlin Jewish community; Norbert Wollheim, a
leader of the DPs in the British zone; and Pessach Piekatsch, a leader of the DPs
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in the American zone. Beneath the directorate would be a council with three
seats for the Jewish communities in the American zone, three seats for the Jew-
ish communities in the British zone, one seat for the French zone, three seats for
Berlin, one seat for the Soviet zone (East Germany), three seats for the central
committee of Jewish DPs in the American zone, and one seat for the central com-
mittee of Jewish DPs in the British zone. The founders unanimously named the
new group the Central Council of Jews in Germany, with its base of operations
in Frankfurt. Josef Klibansky and Hendrik George van Dam, both lawyers, were
to draft the organization’s statutes.®

The two men could hardly have been more different. Klibansky was a bold
advocate for Jewish interests, but his leadership of the Jewish Bank for Indus-
try and Commerce caused many Jews to accuse him of unethical, if not illegal,
business practices, such as dubious bookkeeping, violation of currency regula-
tions, and financial relations with blackmarketeers. (As a result of his aggressive
and controversial behavior during the trial of Philipp Auerbach two years later,
in 1952, he was found in contempt of court and drew unwelcome attention to
the Jewish community in West Germany.) In contrast, Hendrik van Dam was
accustomed to working within the system. His Dutch-born father had been an
antiques and art dealer with a royal warrant of appointment from Wilhelm II, and
his maternal grandfather had served as a city councilman in Bremen. After
studying at various German universities, Hendrik van Dam earned a doctorate
in law at the University of Basel, in Switzerland, in 1934. He spent most of the
1930s in the Netherlands and the war years primarily in Britain. After the war,
he helped reestablish the legal administration in Oldenburg and worked for the
Jewish Relief Unit in the British zone of occupation. Yet despite their differences,
it fell to these two men to lay the groundwork for the most important Jewish
institution in Germany.

Foreign reaction to the formation of the Central Council was mixed. Accord-
ing to a representative of the American Jewish Committee (AJC), Germany’s
outstanding Jewish leaders formed the directorate, while the council consisted
of “second-rank ‘machers.” He described Heinz Galinski of Berlin as “plodding”
but “honest and diligent, no great intellectual.” East German representative Julius
Meyer was called “a little-educated business promoter who has done good work
for Jewish causes in East Berlin and in the East Zone.” However, he was consid-
ered to be very close to the Soviets. Hendrik George van Dam was very positively
assessed: “His integrity is beyond question.”

The second meeting of the Central Council took place on 20 August 1950 in
Munich and dealt with organizational matters as well as the critical question of
how to let the government and the wider public know about the Central Council.
Delegates debated issuing a press release versus making private contacts to certain
individuals.”* Hendrik George van Dam was asked to serve as secretary-general
of the group, and he commenced work on 15 October. Eventually, he moved the
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Central Council’s secretariat to Hamburg, where he lived, and the British occu-
pation authorities arranged for van Dam to receive office space.* Gradually,
administrator van Dam and Diisseldorf-based publisher Karl Marx became the
mouthpieces for the group and the two most notable behind-the-scenes activists
for the Jews in West Germany.** Van Dam’s appointment was particularly conse-
quential, and he provided stability and continuity of leadership since the Cen-
tral Council had no lay leader as president. Moreover, the two most prominent
German-Jewish leaders in Western Germany soon exited the scene: Wollheim
emigrating in 1951, and Auerbach committing suicide in 1952 after being convicted
of fraud and misappropriation of funds.

It was not long after its formation that the Central Council had to address the
issue that had instigated its establishment—namely, Federal Chancellor Adenauer’s
wish to found a Department for Jewish Affairs. On 10 September, the federal
interior minister asked the Central Council for its opinion on appointing Rabbi
Aron Ohrenstein to the post. The majority of Central Council members were
opposed to the proposal, as they worried that the officeholder would have no real
power to make important decisions but would be held accountable if things went
badly. Several Central Council members characterized the position as that of a
whipping boy (Priigelknabe). However, the delegate from the Jewish Agency said
that federal interior minister Gustav Heinemann had told him that the lack of
such an office hindered any progress on the reparations question. Ultimately, the
delegates wrote to the Interior Ministry that they did not wish for any official to
receive this appointment.” This opposition from the Central Council should be
no surprise, since the existence of such a position might have lessened the influ-
ence or authority of the Central Council.

In fact, the new organization had to struggle for attention and recognition
from the Allies, German authorities, and foreign Jewish groups alike. To alter
its standing with the Allies, Central Council directorate members, accompanied
by WJC representative Gerhard Jacoby and JDC representative Sam Haber, met
with American high commissioner John J. McCloy on 29 November 1950.* For-
eign Jewish groups took note of the Central Council’s activities, and an observer
from the AJC worried that the Central Council would be too close to the WJC
and would “arrogate to itself the authority on all important matters affecting
the Jews in Germany.”¥ The Israeli consul in Munich, Eliahu Livneh, supported the
group and told its leaders “that Israel does not forget its children, wherever they
live.”s® However, when it came to negotiating with the West German government
regarding Holocaust reparations, Israel and the Conference on Jewish Material
Claims against Germany (the “Claims Conference”) took the lead. The Central
Council did not have a seat at the table, though it did have a vote on ratifying
the reparations settlement and benefited from it.* The Jewish Restitution Suc-
cessor Organization, which the Allies had designated as the heir to ownerless
Jewish property in Germany, worried that the Central Council would lead direct
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negotiations with the West German federal government regarding restitution.
Such a move would have rendered the New York—based restitution organization
irrelevant.* In fact, in January 1951, the Central Council resolved to establish
the Central Welfare Office for the Jews in Germany (Zentralwohlfahrtsstelle der
Juden in Deutschland) to strengthen its own case and to aid poor Jews, yet the
Central Welfare Office too struggled for recognition.*

Soon, the Central Council looked to German politicians for attention. On 31
May 1951, Hendrik George van Dam wrote to federal president Theodor Heuss
to request that he help improve relations between Jews and the West German
government. The Central Council believed that it was time to change the state of
affairs and asked Heuss to make the government and, particularly, federal chan-
cellor Konrad Adenauer aware of this desire.** The letter was not just a plea for
help in improving the climate for Jews; it was also a means to seek recognition,
and Heuss’s staff forwarded the letter to the Interior Ministry. Soon a civil ser-
vant replied to the Office of the Federal President. He cited numerous instances
of cooperation between the government and the Central Council and added that
ever since the Interior Ministry’s recognition of the Central Council, “it [the
Central Council] is treated as the rightful representative of the Jews and the Jew-
ish religious communities in the area of Federal Republic. I would be grateful if
this were brought to the attention of the Federal President.”#

Nonetheless, a delegation from the Central Council did not meet with a rep-
resentative of the West German state until March 1952.# Only on 21 March 1952
did Heuss receive envoys from the Central Council, and on 1 April, a similar
delegation met with Adenauer.® However, the government’s efforts to establish
a meaningful relationship with Jews focused principally on foreign Jews. By the
time the Central Council representatives finally met with Adenauer, West Ger-
many, Israel, and the multinational Claims Conference were already engaged
in negotiations over Holocaust reparations. Consequently, the Central Council
played almost no role in that endeavor. Only after the conclusion of an agree-
ment could the Central Council establish its relationship with the federal gov-
ernment on a new basis.

Considering the importance of its relations with the government and finan-
cial stresses on the organization, a topic of ongoing debate within the orga-
nization was where the Central Council should have its base of operations.
Hendrik van Dam had moved the group’s office to Hamburg soon after becom-
ing secretary-general, but that decision did not find universal approval. For
some, and particularly for foreign Jewish envoys to the Central Council, Munich
was the natural place for the organization to reside. At the time, it had the larg-
est Jewish population in West Germany, the most Jewish offices, and an Israeli
consulate. However, the Munich option was problematic. First of all, most Jews
in and near Munich were Eastern European DPs (or former DPs) who intended
to emigrate from Germany. Moreover, Munich was far from Bonn, the seat of
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power in West Germany. Another problem was that Philipp Auerbach, who had
utterly dominated Jewish political life in Munich, was under arrest for fraud and
other crimes involving reparations funds. As a result, having Germany’s leading
Jewish representative organization in Munich became unthinkable.

To others, it seemed natural that the group should have its headquarters in
Bonn, the federal capital, but there were distinct disadvantages to that option
as well. Not only would it have given the impression that the Central Coun-
cil existed solely for externally directed political activity, but it would have also
alienated Jews in East Germany, who were officially members of the group.* In
the end, the Central Council leaders selected Diisseldorf, in the Rhineland region
of West Germany.# In many ways, it was a natural choice. It was already home to
several German-Jewish professional and social organizations. Karl Marx’s news-
paper was based there. And it was close, but not too close, to Bonn (approxi-
mately seventy-five kilometers, or one hour’s drive). Ultimately, the decision to
move the offices to Diisseldorf signaled a balance between independence and
intensification of the relationship with the federal government.*

Not only did the Central Council wish to achieve full recognition, but it also
needed to ensure its very existence. In January 1953, van Dam wrote to federal
interior minister Robert Lehr about the significance of the Central Council:
“Hereby is a unitary representation vis-a-vis the federal government, as well as
foreign Jewish organizations, guaranteed.” But the Central Council’s existence
did not seem certain to van Dam. He continued, “It is therefore our view that
the central representation of the Jewish communities should be granted a fed-
eral subsidy that enables it to carry out its duties independently. All actions of
the Central Council today can only take place in an atmosphere of provisional-
ity and uncertainty, which serves neither the independence nor the vigor of a
statutory body.”* In fact, within a few months, the Central Council began to
receive a subvention from the West German government.* Such payments were
critical for the Central Council’s viability. But the federal government’s ongoing
relationship with the JRSO, foreign Jewish reparations authorities, and Israeli
diplomats caused continuing concern for the organization. Van Dam and his col-
leagues in the Central Council felt it necessary over and over to lobby for full rec-
ognition. On 3 November, they wrote to several government ministries, “For the
exercise of the rights and interests of the Jewish community in Germany with the
federal authorities, only the Central Council of Jews in Germany is authorized
to represent the Jewish communities of the Federal Republic. Representation by
foreign organizations or spokespersons will not be recognized by the Central
Council in the future. Decisions that affect the interests of the Jewish commu-
nity in Germany are binding on the Central Council only if it was involved in
the negotiations or has commented on them in a timely manner” Although
their position was probably not truly threatened, particularly after the conclu-
sion of the Luxembourg Agreement for reparations, it would be years before the



26 JAY HOWARD GELLER

small Jewish community in the Federal Republic of Germany was considered a
full member of the broader international Jewish community.”* Meanwhile, the
Central Council pursued a two-track strategy with representatives of the West
German state and government: the cultivation of ties to national political lead-
ers, whose approbation brought the group respect and a public profile, and an
ongoing relationship with ministerial officials and civil servants, who could help
with mundane (but necessary) issues such as funding.”»

The establishment of a single, united representation for all Jews living in Ger-
many was not easy. After liberation, the Jewish community was divided between
Eastern European DPs and German Jews, with the former group considerably
larger than the latter. However, the establishment of Israel in 1948 ultimately
resolved the imbalance. With the ability to immigrate to the Jewish state, the
number of Eastern European Jews in Germany diminished significantly by 1950.

Meanwhile, there was a greater need for unity than ever. For several years,
the American military occupation government had rendered assistance to the
Jews, particularly through the offices of the adviser for Jewish affairs, but in 1949
that option was also coming to an end, as a German civilian federal government
began to take over many areas of competency from the Allies. The Americans
recommended that all Jews living in Germany unite for representative purposes,
while at the same time, the new West German federal government was interested
in Jewish matters. The Jews presented no interlocutor to government offices and
were unable to speak with a single voice on important issues. The federal govern-
ment’s attempt to set up a Department for Jewish Affairs within the Federal Inte-
rior Ministry failed as a result of Jewish opposition, but it did, however, serve as
a stimulus for the establishment of a single representative institution. With help
from the WJC, Jewish groups from throughout Germany founded the Central
Council of Jews in Germany. Beginning in 1950-1951, German politicians had a
partner for German-Jewish dialogue, and the Jewish communities in Germany
had a single organization to speak in their name.

Despite these steps, the Central Council struggled for recognition and respect.
Jewish groups abroad competed with it to represent Jewish interests in Germany
or to represent the Jews vis-a-vis the West German federal government. Only in
1952, after West Germany, Israel, and the Claims Conference began negotiations
for Holocaust reparations, were delegates from the Central Council received by
the federal president and the federal chancellor. And only after the conclusion
of the Luxembourg Agreement for reparations did the Central Council receive
a subsidy from the German federal government that ensured its existence and
signified solid recognition from the state. Nearly seven decades later, the organi-
zation is prominent in German public life, but neither its establishment nor its
status came easily.
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WE HAVE THE RIGHT
TO EXIST HERE

JEWISH POLITICS AND THE CHALLENGES
OF WIEDERGUTMACHUNG IN
POST-HOLOCAUST GERMANY

Andrea A. Sinn

According to a census taken in 1950, the Jewish population in the Federal Repub-
lic of Germany and West Berlin had fallen to 21,974 from roughly 250,000 during
the immediate postwar years, mainly due to the emigration of the vast majority
of Jewish Holocaust survivors from Eastern Europe.' For a variety of reasons,
these individuals had fled or been driven or deported from their countries of
origin during or as a result of the war, and they were therefore categorized pursu-
ant to the United Nations’ definition as displaced persons (DPs). A large number
of these non-German Jews had refused or been unable to return to their home
countries after the end of the Second World War and hence lived for variable
lengths of time in the Allied zones of occupation, where they waited for the per-
missions necessary to leave for a new homeland.> Despite this disproportionally
large decrease of population, in 1954, seventy Jewish communities, arranged into
thirteen state associations (Landesverbiinde), existed in the Federal Republic of
Germany and West Berlin.? In retrospect, it is tempting to interpret this pres-
ence as a sign of the gradual consolidation of the Jewish community in this area.
At the time, however, many Jews in Germany saw themselves in contradictory
terms: they often justified their continued presence in the “land of the perpetra-
tors” with their sense of responsibility for the democratic development of West
Germany, while at the same time viewing the country as only a temporary place
of residence.* To some extent, this way of thinking mirrored the stance that influ-
ential Jews, such as former German rabbi Dr. Leo Baeck and American rabbi

30
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Abraham Klausner, and international Jewish organizations, like the World Jewish
Congress (WJC), had taken against the continuation of Jewish life in Germany
immediately after the end of the Second World War. They regarded the large
Jewish presence in the Allied zones of occupation as no more than temporary
and insisted that the reestablishment of Jewish life in Germany should not be
encouraged considering the strongly negative view of Jews held by the major-
ity of Germans.’ In light of the various forms of isolation and stigmatization
that Jews in Germany experienced during the postwar years, there was a need
for the emerging spokesmen of the newly established Jewish communities and
state associations as well as for the nationwide representation of Jews through
the Central Council of Jews in Germany (Zentralrat der Juden in Deutsch-
land). The Central Council was founded in 1950 to step up efforts to consolidate
the community and help it stand its ground when confronting the competing
and conflicting German, Jewish, and international conceptions of Jewish life in
Germany voiced at the time.°

Utilizing a wide range of primary-source materials located in various Ger-
man private, city, and state archives, this essay documents the unique challenges
that Jews in Germany confronted when seeking to secure and advance Jewish life
there during the early 1950s. Moreover, this article asserts that at a time when
many Jews felt guilty and judged their own or others’ decisions to remain in
Germany after the Shoah as unacceptable, a number of high-ranking Jewish func-
tionaries defended the right of Jewish communities to exist in the newly founded
West German state. Ultimately, as will be shown, it was their fierce commitment
and political positioning that guided the community and resulted in securing its
financial and practical support from international Jewish organizations in 1953,
despite strong differences of opinion. This was a crucial first step that, together
with subsidies subsequently granted by the German state, formed the necessary
existential basis for the revival of Jewish life in the Federal Republic of Germany.

The intense political discussions of the question of material and moral
compensation for victims of Nazi persecution and the Holocaust serve as an
especially revealing example of the conflicting views and the difficult process
of rapprochement between various actors within and outside of Germany after
1945. Even though the issue of restitution was referenced by the first general sec-
retary of the Central Council, lawyer Dr. Hendrik G. van Dam,” as “the crucial
factor which led to the founding of the Central Council™ (a positively connoted
interpretation frequently cited in modern scholarship), restitution demonstrates
better than anything else how complex, conflictive, and competitive the nature
of Jewish politics proved following the end of the Second World War. As a mat-
ter of fact, as early as 1946, the question of restitution had been a key theme in
the German-Jewish community newspaper today known as Jiidische Allgemeine.®
At that time, it was the first priority of the newspaper’s chief editor, journal-
ist Karl Marx,” to denounce the failures of both Allied occupiers and German
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officials on this matter. It is thus hardly surprising that three years later, it was he
who published West German chancellor Konrad Adenauer’s first statement on
the question of restitution for Jewish survivors, in November 1949. In an inter-
view with Marx (which was to serve as the basis of a news story), Adenauer had
not only promised the Jews in Germany security but also announced the newly
established government’s commitment to a broad compensation indemnifica-
tion for every Jew that had been harmed during the years of the Nazi regime."
It was, however, the chancellor’s government policy statement on 27 September
1951 that marked the starting point for official negotiations among German,
Jewish, and Israeli parties, which concluded in September 1952 with the signing
of the Luxembourg Agreement, the Federal Republic of Germany’s first major
international restitution treaty.”

To this day, three key aspects of the Holocaust restitution negotiations between
Jews and Germans have attracted considerable attention in scholarly literature:
Wiedergutmachung, a German term encompassing all actions intended to com-
pensate the losses suffered by people who were persecuted for racial, religious,
or political reasons under National Socialist rule; the fact that being confronted
with the question of German reparations to Jews at the end of the 1940s brought
the representatives of the existing DP and German-Jewish committees through-
out the country together at a decisive meeting in Frankfurt am Main, where on
19 July 1950 they merged and established a consolidated representative political
body (the Central Council of Jews in Germany); and the lengthy negotiations
between German, Jewish, and Israeli representatives that eventually resulted in
the conclusion of a reparation agreement between the Federal Republic of Ger-
many and the State of Israel.* The heated discussions between different Jewish
groups in Germany concerning their positioning and their tense relations with
international Jewish organizations are also integral, but substantially less atten-
tion has been paid to these all-too-often overlooked parts of the negotiations for
restitution and compensation payments.”

Consequently, this essay sets out to offer an in-depth analysis of Jewish poli-
tics and the challenges of Wiedergutmachung faced by Jews in post-Holocaust
Germany, with a focus on the position that two of the most prominent repre-
sentatives of the Jewish community in Germany—Karl Marx and Hendrik G.
van Dam—adopted both on this question in general and toward (restitution
claims of) Jewish organizations outside of Germany in particular. In analyzing
this crucial chapter of Germany’s post-Holocaust history from a Jewish perspec-
tive, this essay invites readers to consider the negotiations about restitution col-
lectively as a significant indicator of the recognition and later acceptance of the
Jewish minority in Germany. This approach will allow for new insights not only
into the process of negotiating a future for Jews in the Federal Republic but also
regarding the changing position of Germany’s Jewish minority in the interna-
tional community.
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A CHALLENGING TAsK: JEWS IN GERMANY ON THE
QUESTION OF RESTITUTION AFTER 1945

Before even beginning to consider approaching third parties with regard to resti-
tution claims, Jews in Germany had to gain clarity of their own values and goals
so that their spokespeople could convincingly articulate their thoughts, interests,
demands, and needs. Did they see themselves in the role of observers? Did they
expect to actively contribute to the debate on future compensation legislation?
Or did they want to pursue the objective of becoming mediators in the forth-
coming restitution negotiations between the West German government and rep-
resentatives of both the State of Israel and international Jewish organizations?

When considering the position of Karl Marx, who by the end of the 1940s had
secured the powerful position of chief editor of the Jiidische Allgemeine, his inter-
ests are obvious and quickly summarized. Through his journalistic work, Marx
went out of his way to call attention to failures regarding restitution payments
and legislation on the parts of the Allied and German authorities. In addition,
he hoped to initiate a broad public debate aimed at improving the situation for
Jewish Holocaust survivors. Simultaneously, however, he worked hard to posi-
tion himself as a mediator between Germans and Jews—that is to say, between
the German federal government and the Jewish community in Germany as well
as between the German and Israeli governments.

Marx’s desire to present himself as the leading representative of all Jews in
Germany led to frequent clashes between the editor and representatives of the
newly founded Jewish communities and state associations, who condemned
his well-meant yet uncoordinated set of actions. An example of such practices
occurred in late 1949, when Marx—without consultation or prior notice—held
a meeting with Kurt Schumacher, the leader of both the German Social Demo-
cratic Party and its principal spokesman on the Jewish question during the early
postwar years. As soon as this became known, Norbert Wollheim, a German Jew
and Auschwitz survivor who organized Jewish life in the British occupation zone,
criticized Marx for (intentionally) creating a situation in which the editor would
be perceived as official representative of all Jewish communities.* In response to
this incident, Wollheim saw no alternative to introducing a resolution, endorsed
by the Central Committee of Liberated Jews in the British Zone, that publicly
condemned any type of independent campaign.” After this and other incidents,
Marx promised to be more considerate and aimed to search for common ground
and a common level of communication. However, difficulties persisted even after
the Central Council was established in July 1950 and claimed to represent the
interests of all Jews living in Germany.*

Despite the continuing tensions between the national Jewish umbrella orga-
nization, primarily represented by van Dam, and the self-appointed spokesman,
Karl Marx, the Central Council reaffirmed its commitment to working together
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with the Jiidische Allgemeine on issues such as restitution, not however without
having created a set of new rules deemed necessary for the safeguarding of its
interests and for the success of the actions undertaken.” The number and inten-
sity of these altercations raise the question of how these disputes about matters
of competence affected the behavior of Germany’s Jewish postwar representa-
tion with regard to the question of restitution. Few other methods could be more
suited to study these two representatives’ position than a close analysis of the
incessant stream of newspaper and journal articles both men published over
the course of two decades predominantly (though not exclusively) in the Jiidische
Allgemeine.

At the beginning of 1950, both Marx and van Dam were actively involved
in calling for restitution, reparation, and compensation payments for victims
of Nazi persecution.™ As a lawyer and expert on restoration and restitution,
van Dam made use of his legal knowledge and sent out a myriad of statements
and resolutions adopted by the directorate of the Central Council of Jews in
Germany. These publications are particularly insightful as they provide a greater
understanding of how van Dam categorized and conceptualized the issue. As
part of his analysis of the legal basis for reparation claims on the part of the
State of Israel, he explained, for example, that in his opinion, “Wiedergutma-
chung, before it poses a complicated legal problem, . . . presents a moral and
political one. This applies as much to the German as to the Jewish nation.”* He
also pressed German and Israeli authorities alike for the immediate opening of
negotiations without intermediation in the hopes that an agreement between
Israel and the Federal Republic of Germany might bring an end to the German-
Jewish communities’ state of international isolation.>

Marx shared van Dam’s view as regards the need to expedite the restitution
process. Yet by no means did he focus on that issue alone. It was his stated goal
not only to make his newspaper available as a platform for detailed analysis and
critical articles concerning this topic but also to stress the multidimensional
nature of the subject matter and promote a differentiated approach to report-
ing.® The longer the discussions continued, the more evident it became that
Marx considered it the “special task” of the Jews in Germany “to ensure that what
had been started would be completed.”** Moreover, Marx claimed that the Jews
in Germany “through repeated warnings and admonitions made a not insignifi-
cant contribution ... to creating a sound basis . . . for future negotiations between
Jews and Germans.” Following Adenauer’s 1951 government statement, Marx
went even further and declared—in accordance with his private interests—that
taking on the role of “intermediary between the Germans, who are commit-
ted to the declaration of their government, and the Jews all over the world, but
above all, however, in Israel,” was the future task of the Jewish community in
Germany.» This interpretation stood in stark contrast to the position adopted by
van Dam, who more and more frequently defended the Central Council’s right
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to sole representation of the Jewish community in Germany and refused to act
as an intercessor for the German Federal government.** Instead, van Dam made
an effort, as historian Anthony Kauders has characterized it, to “conduct a Jewish
discourse about Jews in Germany, without simply saying what Jews living outside
of Germany wanted to hear””

In other words, while Marx’s topical coverage reiterated the intermediary role
Jews in Germany (had) played and praised every step taken by the West German
government with a view to addressing the question of restitution for its positive
impact, van Dam’s articles became more and more focused on defending the
interest and claims of the Jews in Germany. A closer look at the German-Jewish
functionaries’ relationship with international Jewish organizations can help put
van Dam’s strong intervention on behalf of the Jewish minority in the newly
established West German state into perspective and will make it possible to relate
the attitudes Marx and van Dam adopted on the given topic to the official policy
approach chosen by the spokespeople of Germany’s Jewish minority.

PARTNERS OR COMPETITORS? JEWS IN GERMANY AND
INTERNATIONAL JEWISH ORGANIZATIONS IN THE CONTEXT
OF THE EARLY RESTITUTION NEGOTIATIONS

Once Allied troops had liberated the European continent and informed the
world of the horrors of Nazism and the enormity of the Holocaust, the ques-
tion of whether it was at all possible or desirable to restore Jewish life in post-
Holocaust Germany was fiercely debated. As mentioned earlier, one of the most
powerful statements against the continuation of Jewish life in “the land of the
perpetrators” was issued by the Second Assembly of the WJC that took place
in Montreux, Switzerland, from 27 June to 6 July 1948.® Referring to the gen-
eral consensus to refrain from settling in Spain after the expulsion of the Jews
in 1492, this international federation of Jewish communities and organizations
condemned the idea of a Jewish return to Germany and declared unequivocally
“the determination of the Jewish people never again to settle on the bloodstained
soil of Germany.”»

The WJC reinforced this attitude with another declaration issued shortly after
the establishment of the Central Council, which stated that “the representatives
[of Jews] in Germany will not be allowed to send a voting delegation to the forth-
coming World Congress.”** In addition, German-Jewish officials were excluded
from active participation in any of the meetings leading up to the signing of
the Luxembourg Agreement. One major reason for this was that, according to the
Jewish majority’s view, it was not the task of Jews in Germany to voice German-
Jewish interests. In fact, many Jews outside Germany were of the opinion that,
in accordance with the plan to terminate Jewish life in Germany, only proper-
ties essential for the communities’ religious and cultural activities should be
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(provisionally) conserved. They contended that the rest of the communal Jewish
property in Germany should benefit those Jews who did survive and resettled
elsewhere, as well as the Jewish communities worldwide, who were responsible
for their integration. Consequently, those in favor of this argument did not
acknowledge the newly founded Jewish communities in Germany, but consid-
ered the so-called successor organizations—the Jewish Restitution Successor
Organization (JRSO) in the U.S. zone of Germany, the Jewish Trust Corporation
for Germany (JTC) in the British zone, and the Branche Francaise de la Jewish
Trust Corporation in the French zone—to be the legitimate legal representa-
tion of all German-Jewish claims.” These organizations, which merged in 1951
into the Conference of Jewish Material Claims against Germany (Claims Con-
ference), had been established during the late 1940s to prosecute the restitution
claims of the “heirless assets” of German Jewry, including property owned by
Jewish communities before 1933, as well as the holdings of German Jews who had
perished in the Holocaust.”

With regard to the matter of restitution negotiations, the international Jewish
organizations’ position and resulting legal understanding caused a crucial con-
flict of interest with the Jewish communities in West Germany. Even though they
constituted only a small fraction of the once vital centers of German-Jewish life,
their members fought to be recognized as the legal successors of the destroyed
German-Jewish communities in order to assert restitution claims of synagogues,
cemeteries, hospitals, old-age homes, and so on.* This important facet of the
restitution negotiations shows that the fight for recognition that was carried out
between the international Jewish organizations and the Jews in Germany had not
only a moral but also a crucial financial dimension that featured prominently on
the agenda of the process of rapprochement.

Reaching a unified position on any decision regarding the question of restitu-
tion proved to be particularly difficult during the year that preceded the sign-
ing of the Luxemburg Agreement in September 1952. According to van Dam’s
annual report discussing the events over the course of the first half of 1951, “The
categorical condemnation of the continued presence of Jews in Germany by
Jews abroad, and especially by Jews in Israel, had been subject to many con-
sultations and protestations” by the spokespeople of the Jewish community in
Germany.** However, a year later, his description of the relationship between the
Jewish communities in Germany and international Jewish organizations, which
he expressed in an interview, pointed already to a more positive trend in the
climate of opinion. Aiming to make sense of the change of the overall condition,
van Dam’s retrospective assessment of the difficult process of restitution nego-
tiations is of particular interest. In April 1953, he explained, “Today, following a
period of understandable restraint, close contacts are maintained with World
Jewry. After all, Joint and Jewish Relief Unit already worked in Germany shortly
after the end of the war. . .. The Central Council views the Jews in Germany as a
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central element of world Jewry and acts accordingly in all matters that affect Jews
in the world. It should be noted that, in this respect, all bodies representing the
Jews in Germany carefully avoided filing restitution claims on their behalf. This
voluntary restraint should be put to their credit.”

Admittedly, this “voluntary restraint” that van Dam stressed in this conversation
did not come naturally but was the result of many exhausting discussions among
the elected representatives of the Jews living in Germany at the time.

A close reading of contemporary sources, such as letters and minutes of meet-
ings, reveals that a few weeks after a conference on the question of restitution held
in Munich on 28 January of 1951 did not produce any results,* the directorate of
the Central Council had a particularly intense debate on the subject in general,
and the Central Council’s relationship to the international Jewish organizations
in particular.” Although there was widespread consensus among the participants
that good relations existed with a few relevant individuals, including the Euro-
pean director of the WJC, Noah Barou,* worries steadily grew among a number
of German-Jewish representatives who feared that going forward this might not
be sufficient considering the changing political landscape in Germany. The fact
that the western Allies gradually handed control over regional and state affairs
to German authorities raised the question whether the Jews in Germany could
afford to renounce their own priorities in favor of those of Jews living outside of
the country or if it was time to approach the federal government directly to pro-
tect their own interests. While Auschwitz survivor Heinz Galinski, who was the
leader of the Jewish community in West Berlin and later chairman of the Cen-
tral Council, insisted on “practicing realpolitik,” which for him meant to “finally
tread the path to the [West German] government and explain our position very
clearly,”® Marx and van Dam most urgently advised against “demanding some-
thing as German Jews . . . that pertained to World Jewry.” At the same time, the
Central Council general secretary reminded the members of the organization’s
directorate that a number of questions existed “that the foreign Jews are not
interested in [and that] there the Central Council would have to take necessary
measures.” To this end it was decided that the Central Council should estab-
lish contacts with the West German federal government, but that any discussion
should be limited to addressing inner-German problems. The German-Jewish
representatives were particularly careful at the time of the vote not to compete or
to openly take a stand against the outstanding claims of the international Jewish
organizations since they were still expecting to receive an invitation to the next
global restitution summit to be organized by the Jewish Agency in Paris.*

There was considerable disappointment among the representatives of Ger-
many’s Jews when they did not receive an invitation either to the Paris meet-
ing in the spring of 1951 or to the even larger New York conference in October
of that same year.# The latter was attended by twenty-three different Ameri-
can and international Jewish organizations and led to the establishment of the
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Conference on Jewish Material Claims against Germany (Claims Conference),
an organization that was to play a leading role in the restitution negotiations
between Jewish organizations and the State of Israel on the one hand and the
West German federal government on the other hand.* The fact that the organi-
zation’s board of directors included two representatives of each founding mem-
ber but did not involve any representatives of the small Jewish community in
post-Holocaust Germany caused enormous concern on the part of the German-
Jewish representation regarding the continued existence of a Jewish community
in Germany and the assertion of their restitution claims before both courts and
institutional authorities.®

Karl Marx took these developments at the beginning of 1951 as an occasion to
refine the Central Council’s tasks in contrast to those of the international Jewish
organizations. He protested “repeatedly and vehemently against [their] attempts
to isolate the Jews in Germany” and made it abundantly clear that “preserving
and protecting all interests vis-a-vis the [West German] federal government
(first and foremost concerning the question of moral and material compensa-
tion)” belonged to the exclusive responsibility of the Central Council.#

The depicted policy decisions of the international Jewish organizations’
leadership also provide a convincing explanation of why van Dam vehemently
demanded the right of the Jews in Germany to participate fully in the ongo-
ing negotiations for compensation in early October 1951. Statements and letters
composed at the time demonstrate that the general secretary agreed in principle
with journalist Karl Marx and other members of the Central Council’s director-
ate that “the foreign organizations should refrain from discriminating against
the Jews in Germany (as was the case when excluding the Jewish community in
Germany from the conferences, first in Paris and then also in New York).” Inter-
estingly, however, in a letter to the members of the Central Council’s directorate
and the organization’s council, state associations, as well as the Jewish communi-
ties in Berlin, Bremen, Hamburg and Cologne, dated 15 November 1951, van Dam
carefully explained and justified why he was convinced that a close partnership
with the international Jewish organizations was of vital importance, despite their
lack of willingness to cooperate with the German-Jewish community:

Due to their small size, their social differentiation, and age distribution, the Jews
in Germany cannot play the role they once had. Its relevance essentially con-
sists in providing a connection to world Jewry and in embodying, to some extent,
the “good will,” the good reputation of a former era of German Jewry. Of course,
it should not go unrecognized that the existence of a Jewish community in
Germany, however small, serves as a sort of alibi for the German democracy,
one of the reasons for the controversy surrounding German Jewry’s right to
exist. Yet, this is also the cause for the interest in this Jewish group, which is
disproportionate to its numerical and cultural significance. Hence, the Jews in
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Germany and its representation cannot be overlooked, but this attention also
gives rise to the risk that they might inaccurately estimate reality. The reason for
the interest on the part of non-Jewish bodies is temporary, with the exception of
one decisive factor: the relation to world Jewry. Only this sort of connection
can provide us—given the weak state of the religious foundation of Judaism in
Germany—the strength for self-preservation.*

Based on the above considerations, van Dam concluded “that—from a Jew-
ish perspective—the only feasible option is to decide for a close cooperation
with the Jews abroad.” Moreover, he urged “the Jews living in Germany, who
put in a lot of the groundwork for the reinstatement of the rule of law since
1945, also in the interest of the Jews living abroad, to be pragmatic and remain
calm. . . . The fact that the international Jewish organizations are mistaken
cannot be the reason for Germany’s Jews to aggravate the situation by our
own misconduct. On the contrary, it can only have a positive impact for the
Jewish communities if they act in the spirit of cooperation and coordination,
thus demonstrating their understanding for and handling of the situation.”
Last but not least, he recommended—for strategic considerations—“that
the Central Council should consider becoming a member of the WJC while
simultaneously calling for an adequate representation of the Jews in Germany
in all bodies of the organization.”

In connection with the contemporary developments, this detailed statement
provides valuable information on van Dam’s policy decision-making process.
Unlike some of the members of the Central Council’s directorate, van Dam
opposed any form of isolated action. Instead, he called for the development of
an autonomous opinion among Germany’s Jews and aimed to play an active
role in politics through the accession of the Central Council to the WJC and the
aforementioned conventions.*

Van Dam was able to convince the members of the Central Council’s direc-
torate to follow his recommendation not to contact the West German federal
government immediately. Yet and despite the support of the president of the
W]JC, Nahum Goldman, who advocated for trustful cooperation with the Cen-
tral Council among the various members of his organization, relations between
the Jews in Germany and the representatives of the Claims Conference did not
improve quickly. In late March 1952, for example, van Dam complained in a letter
to Dr. Eliahu Livneh, the consul of Israel in Germany, that the Claims Conference
still refused to share information or collaborate with the Central Council, despite
agreements to the contrary.* Ultimately, this attitude prompted van Dam to
publicly call on the foreign Jewish organizations “to grant Jews in and from Ger-
many a fair say. . . . The Jews in and from Germany are very well capable of voic-
ing their interest themselves, without being patronized. The political paternalism
is not only an abuse, but also too expensive in the long run.”#
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It seems that the harsher tone of this statement reflected, in essence, the dete-
riorating mood among Germany’s Jews. In the eyes of the members of the Cen-
tral Council’s directorate, in particular those from Munich and Stuttgart, neither
concerns nor requests of the Central Council had been sufficiently taken into
account by the representatives of the international Jewish organizations when
negotiating for restitution payments. Consequently, these members spoke in
favor of ending the collaborative arrangement with the Claims Conference.®
Even in this difficult situation, van Dam succeeded once again in convincing the
skeptics among the representatives to continue the Central Council’s coopera-
tion with international Jewish organizations. Nevertheless, the difficulties and
tensions that were already discernible at the outset of the year continued in the
future.” Nonetheless, the Central Council was repeatedly pressured to refrain
from approaching the West German government to prevent any (unnecessary)
duplication of action. Two ultimatums in the summer of 1952 clearly exemplify
the severity of the ongoing conflict. First, Moses Leavitt, representative of the
American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (the Joint) and chairman of
the Claims Conference, threatened to permanently exclude the Central Coun-
cil from becoming a member of the Claims Conference if the Jews in Germany
bypassed international Jewish organizations and directly talked to the West Ger-
man federal government about the allocation of resources.”* Then almost simul-
taneously, representatives of the Joint announced that they would immediately
end support for the Jews in Germany if the Central Council stopped cooperation
with the Claims Conference.>

In order not to jeopardize the ongoing negotiations between the West German
government and the State of Israel and to avert a long-term social and financial
isolation of the Jewish community in Germany, the Central Council continued
its cooperation with the Claims Conference beyond August 1952. This decision
was also significantly influenced by the fact that the German government had, at
this point, successfully established contact with Jewish organizations outside of
Germany and was about to sign a major reparations agreement. In other words,
contrary to the immediate postwar years, the West German government was no
longer dependent on the Jews in Germany to establish and build these connec-
tions. Against this background, a breakdown of relations with the international
Jewish organizations seemed rather inappropriate and potentially detrimental.>*

It was not until after the signing of the Luxemburg Agreement on 10 Septem-
ber 1952 that the Central Council’s relations with international Jewish organiza-
tions entered a new phase. Since West Germany committed to pay three billion
marks to Israel and 450 million marks to the Claims Conference, it became pos-
sible and necessary for the disparate Jewish partners to discuss the allocation of
the newly available restitution funds. Nonetheless, this process was rather slow
and difficult. While the Central Council was finally recognized as a member
of the Claims Conference in October 1952, months passed before the Claims
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Conference was able to make effective decisions on how the resources could be
used.”® In the end, it was not until early May 1953 that a first agreement between
representatives of the Claims Conference and the Central Council was reached,
allowing the Jews in Germany to apply for an annual subsidy to cover all aspects
of the work of the Central Welfare Office for Jews in Germany (Zentralwohl-
fahrtsstelle der Juden in Deutschland e.V., ZWST), founded in 1951.” However,
despite the principal agreement of the Claims Conference to take the needs of
the postwar Jewish communities in Germany into consideration and to support
their national institutions, the president of the WJC, Nahum Goldmann, soon
stated a widely acknowledged opinion: “The Jewish communities and the Cen-
tral Council respectively can by no means rely on the [Claims] Conference alone,
but will have to devote attention to the financial resources available in Germany,
namely the successor organizations, as well as the federal and state [Ldinder]
finances.”® This was precisely what the Central Council focused upon during the
next couple of years as financial support from both of these parties proved neces-
sary to secure the work of the Central Council and the German-Jewish welfare
organization in the long term.”

CONCLUSION

After Hitler’s war against the Jews, it did not seem likely that any of the Jewish
survivors would choose to settle permanently in post-Holocaust Germany. In
fact, the vast majority of Jewish survivors perceived their existence in the Allied
zones of occupation as nothing more than a miserable stopover on their way to
anew homeland, still to be defined. Yet a small number of Jews started to engage
in the process of restoring Jewish communal structures in Germany. Numbering
roughly twenty thousand members during the 1950s and 1960s, approximately
half of whom were former Jewish DPs, the Jewish communities in Germany con-
tinued to grow thereafter and now have nearly one hundred thousand officially
registered members.*

A close analysis of the return of Jews and Jewish institutions to post-Holocaust
Germany illustrates that the project of rebuilding Jewish life was appreciated
by German politicians for political reasons. However, the continued anti-Jewish,
if not outright anti-Semitic, environment in “the land of the perpetrators” led
the majority of world Jewry to reject the idea of a Jewish presence in Germany.
In short, during the early postwar years, instability, uncertainty, and isolation
characterized the situation of Jews in Germany, undermining attempts to rebuild
Jewish life in Germany.

A detailed examination of contemporary inner-Jewish debates on restitution
matters suggests that the newly emerging Jewish leadership in Germany had dif-
ficulties uniting and found itself torn between the aspiration to represent the
interests of the Jewish community in Germany vis-a-vis third parties and an
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appreciation for the need to respect international Jewish organizations’ demand
to serve this function. Yet against all odds and despite the German-Jewish commu-
nity’s initial isolation, the high profile representatives of Germany’s Jewish minor-
ity developed a self-supporting strategy to counteract the stigmatization and
furthermore underlined and defended their claim “We have a right to exist here.”®

Even though individuals like Karl Marx or Heinz Galinski repeatedly argued
for taking isolated action, the Central Council, committed to representing the
interests of all Jews living in Germany, agreed with its general secretary that
the task of rebuilding the Jewish life in the Federal Republic of Germany could
not be tackled with their own means alone. The establishment of dialogue con-
cerning the question of restitution between the West German government on
the one hand and the State of Israel and international Jewish organizations
on the other hand merely served to confirm the Central Council’s decision to
follow van Dam’s line of reasoning and work toward finding a way to establish
an effective cooperation between the Jews in Germany and international Jewish
organizations. Ultimately, international Jewish institutions” acknowledgment of
a Jewish presence in Germany in the 1950s, which the Jewish communities in
Germany had eagerly sought for several years, was of vital importance as it pro-
vided essential financial and practical support that laid the foundation for Jewish
structures that continue to exist today. Beyond that, the settlement of the dispute
also provided the basis for continuously improving inner-Jewish relations. Fol-
lowing the example of the Claims Conference, the WJC and the World Zionist
Organization also approved the accession of a German-Jewish representation to
their organizations in the late 1950s—a development often interpreted as both
a noticeable sign of a successful policy implementation and another important
step toward securing a Jewish presence in Germany in the long run.

NOTES

This article is based on and continues my study of Wiedergutmachungspolitik first published
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BERNHARD BRILLING AND
THE RECONSTRUCTION
OF JEWISH ARCHIVES 1IN

POSTWAR GERMANY

Jason Lustig

In 1955, Bernhard Brilling set sail from Tel Aviv for Germany. A German-born
rabbi and archivist, Brilling had seen his life and career cut short by the rise of
Nazism. He had worked at the Jewish communal archive in Breslau from 1927,
when he was still a rabbinical student at the Jiidisch-Theologisches Seminar
(Jewish Theological Seminary) in the city, through his 1933 ordination, continu-
ing up until his incarceration at Buchenwald after Kristallnacht and subsequent
flight to Palestine in 1939." Now Brilling was returning to Germany on assign-
ment from the Jewish Historical General Archives (Arkhiyon kelali le-toldot
yisra’el, or JHGA) in Jerusalem, which aimed to gather the archives of European
Jewry looted during the Holocaust under the banner of the “ingathering of the
exiles (kibbuts galuyot) of the past.”* He was one figure among many search-
ing for as-yet-unrecovered historical records that had been looted by the Nazis
and were now scattered throughout state archives around Europe. The Jerusa-
lem archivists for whom Brilling worked dreamt of creating a central repository
for the study of the Jews by gathering these materials—whether in the original,
as was preferred, or by cataloging and microfilming. It was an ambition given
voice in 1969, when the Jerusalem archive took the name of the Central Archives
for the History of the Jewish People (’Arkhiyon merkazi le-toldot ha-‘am ha-
yehudi), an idea of a “national archive” of the Jewish people with Jerusalem at
its center.’ But for Brilling, return to Germany presented the possibility to fulfill

48
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dreams to rebuild his life and attain professional opportunities he felt he had
been cruelly denied and to create a new archive of German Jewry—in Germany.
Brilling had found adjustment to life in Palestine difficult, and without an
archival position, it seems his prewar experience went unrewarded. As he worded
it in a 1955 letter to Saul Kagan at the Conference of Jewish Material Claims
Against Germany, he was “one of the surviving German Jewish historians and
archivists who were deprived by the Nazis of the fruits of their scientific research
work,” work to which he desperately hoped to return.* With limited possibilities
for advancement in Tel Aviv, Brilling ultimately resettled in Germany. There, he
tried with limited success to create a new central archive of German Jewry under
the auspices of the Zentralrat der Juden in Deutschland (Central Council of Jews
in Germany) and with, he and his colleagues hoped, the financial support of
the federal government. By gathering archival materials scattered by the Nazis’
regime of looting and plunder, or in carrying forth the continuing mission to
document Jewish history, he hoped to reconstitute in some measure the Gesam-
tarchiv der deutschen Juden (General Archive of the German Jews), established
in Berlin in 1905, which had gathered files from hundreds of German-Jewish
communities, as well as his own Breslau archive, which had come to serve as a
regional archive of the Jews in Silesia.” And the government support, if they had
garnered it, would have marked the stark difference between the Nazis’ efforts to
confiscate and control Jewish archives during and following Kristallnacht and
the possibility of a German state friendly to continued Jewish settlement.
Brilling ultimately failed to create such an archive. The German-Jewish com-
munities offered limited support and were generally unwilling to openly compete
with the Israelis, who successfully restricted Brilling’s project to a collection of
microfilms. Still, Brilling’s dreams of archival reconstruction highlight the mul-
tiple meanings, challenges, and limits of rebuilding Jewish life and lives after the
Holocaust. For Brilling, creating a new Gesamtarchiv der deutschen Juden would
have been a practical means of the reconstruction of his personal and profes-
sional life, it would have allowed for the reconstruction of scattered archival col-
lections, and it would have served as a powerful symbol of the reconstruction of
Jewish life in Germany. As such, Brilling’s archival aspirations were profoundly
personal, manifesting his own dreams of personal rehabilitation and professional
revitalization, in contrast to the Israelis’ efforts, which—despite the fact that
they were undertaken by a privately managed research institution—were closely
aligned with national aspirations to mark the State of Israel as a “Jewish” state
through the gathering of historical records and artifacts. Instead, for Brilling,
reconstructing archives stood in for the possibilities of one individual’s struggle
for survival and reconstruction. His inability to achieve these goals in his lifetime
demonstrates the limits of the immediate postwar years, when so many Jewish
leaders around the world (including some in Germany) believed that the chapter
of Jewish life and culture in that bloodstained land had more or less come to its
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conclusion. By contrast, the increasing vitality of German Jewry in the 1980s and
1990s was reflected in the creation of institutions such as the Zentralarchiv zur
Erforschung der Geschichte der Juden in Deutschland (Central Archive for the
Research of the History of the Jews in Germany) in Heidelberg in 1987, which
gathered the files of postwar German-Jewish life, and the Centrum Judaicum
in Berlin in 1995, which came to possess a portion of the prewar Jewish Gesam-
tarchiv files that had long remained in East German state archives.

Archives present a useful lens to consider postwar reconstruction because the
work of gathering historical records was and remains not just about giving order
to the past but also about shaping the future. Especially after the Second World
War, archives held symbolic and practical importance. In the mid-1950s, at the
same moment the Israeli archives received German-Jewish communal records,
the West German government took possession of files the western Allies had con-
fiscated after the war from the Politisches Archiv des Auswirtiges Amt (Political
Archive of the Foreign Office).® For both, receiving archives symbolized political
sovereignty and ties to the past. For the Germans, taking back their administrative
files symbolized the Federal Republic’s diplomatic rehabilitation. For the Israelis,
the Jewish community archives of the Diaspora held cultural significance. The
so-called ingathering of the exiles of the past to Jerusalem seemed to mark the
transfer of Jewish life in Europe from the mere past to history and to legitimize
the State of Israel’s claim that it constituted its successor.” Such archival transfers
present a curious combination of a return to a status quo, inasmuch as return-
ing archives reflected West Germany’s renewed sovereignty and reentry into the
family of nation-states, alongside new directions. Indeed, the whole process was
reminiscent of the long tradition of postwar settlements including the transfer
of records to successor states—in this case, with western Germany marked as the
West’s accepted successor to the series of historic German states and governments
and Israel staking a claim that it was a successor to European Jewry.®

The Israeli archivists’ efforts to gain archives also reflected the possibilities,
and challenges, of institutional successorship. The Israelis did not imagine the
Jewish Historical General Archives as a reconstituted Gesamtarchiv. Indeed, their
aspiration was to include the records of Jews all over the world, and not just Ger-
many, even if that was an early area of interest. But the Berlin archive still carried
gravitas. When the Gesamtarchiv der deutschen Juden was established in 1905
under the auspices of the Deutsch-Israelitische Gemeindebund (Union of Ger-
man Jewish Communities) and the German branch of the B’nai B’rith fraternal
order, it was the first centralized and professionally managed archive of Jewish
history, and it became the premier Jewish historical archive.® By the outbreak of
the Second World War, the Gesamtarchiv held the files of hundreds of German-
Jewish communities. It also inspired Jews around the world to create archives
on its model. In 1920, Eugen Tédubler, the Gesamtarchiv’s founding director,
spoke of a network of nationally organized central archives for each country
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of Jewish settlement, and over the years, Jews in Austria, the United States, and
even Palestine looked to the Gesamtarchiv as a model.* Even the name of the
Jerusalem-based Jewish Historical General Archives was consciously chosen to
echo the Berlin archive. Further, the archivists in Jerusalem were nearly all of
German origin, with Georg Herlitz of the Central Zionist Archives (and one
of the leaders of the JHGA) a onetime assistant director of the Berlin archive.
When the JHGA gained many of the Gesamtarchiv’s files in 1950, it seemed to
mark it as a successor to the Berlin archive. It was for this reason that in the inau-
gural issue of the Leo Baeck Institute Year Book in 1956, Daniel Cohen, himself a
German Jew and at that time assistant director of the JHGA—he would become
its leader the following year—described the work of the Jerusalem archivists as
a kind of successor to the General Archive of the German Jews. As he explained,
“By taking care of the German archives, publishing the sources relating to the
history of the Jews in Germany, and by enlisting young historians of German
origin, . . . [we] endeavour to carry on the tradition of the Gesamtarchiv in the
changed circumstances.”

However, Brilling’s efforts and even his emigration to Germany show how the
Jerusalem archivists’ narrative of the “ingathering of the exiles” of archives (and
people) was neither monolithic nor without resistance.” Eugen T4ubler, who fled
Germany in 1941 and resettled with his wife, Selma Stern, in Cincinnati, wrote
after the war that Jacob Jacobson, Tédubler’s successor as director of the General
Archive from 1921 until his own deportation to Theresienstadt in 1943, should be
tasked with reestablishing the Gesamtarchiv in England, where he settled after
the war.” And Brilling’s dreams of reconstructing archives in Germany presented
a more direct challenge to the Israelis. In a curious coincidence, the Leo Baeck
Institute Year Book published an essay by Brilling immediately following Cohen.
Together, Cohen’s “Jewish Records from Germany in the Jewish Historical Gen-
eral Archives in Jerusalem” and Brilling’s “Jewish Records in German Archives”
were clearly intended to highlight where scholars could find various historical
materials. However, the pairing underscores the differences in outlook between
Cohen and Brilling, who ostensibly was working for the Jerusalem archive. For
in Brilling’s report on his search for archives, he concluded not with the idea of
bringing them to Jerusalem but instead by calling on the West German govern-
ment to reproduce these files as microfilms and make them available to scholars.™

Indeed, though Brilling’s work was supported by the Jerusalem archive, he
proved to have a divergent idea about what archival reconstruction might look
like. He dreamt of a new central Jewish archive in Germany itself as a direct suc-
cessor to the Gesamtarchiv (in opposition to the JHGA’s claim to take up that
archive’s mission and mantle), and thereby to create for himself a post where
he could conduct his own research. For Brilling, such an archive might provide
him a scholarly career that had been snatched away; it was also, he argued, a
means to contribute to the “cultural reestablishment of German Jewry.”> On the
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eve of the twentieth anniversary of the Kristallnacht pogrom that had preceded
both his flight to Palestine as well as the Gestapo’s confiscation of Jewish archives
across Germany, Brilling spoke of his planned archive as a reaffirmation of the
rootedness of German-Jewish life in its historical environment.” Similarly, Hans
Hertz, the longtime antagonist to Israeli efforts to extract the Jewish archives
of Hamburg, expressed his support for Brilling’s effort as a kind of “re-rooting
of our Jewish fellowmen in Germany,” whereas Cohen claimed once that leav-
ing archives in Germany would provide a “birth-certificate,” lending these com-
munities historical legitimacy.” Brilling’s dream was thereby a direct repudiation
of the Jerusalem archive’s efforts. As he argued in 1960, the principle of removing
Jewish archives was perhaps the proper path when Jews were fleeing the Nazi
regime, but he insisted that now “a new solution must be found.” Arguing that
the historic files only made sense within the context of German history, Brill-
ing called for the “repatriation” of archives taken to Jerusalem.” In the end, the
debate over where a central archive of Jewish history should be, and the histori-
cal records of German Jewry specifically, was both a question of to whom they
belonged (as in the debates over restitution) as well as a profoundly personal
question between different émigré archivists like Cohen, Brilling, and others who
had fled Germany for Palestine in the 1930s. On the whole, one might say that
Jews’ efforts to gather and reconstitute archives after the Holocaust mirrored the
challenge of diaspora—both the dispersion of documents throughout the path-
ways of history and especially in the rupturing experience of the Holocaust and
also the scattering of individuals in a German-Jewish diaspora, with the Ger-
man Jews in Israel/Palestine, the United Kingdom, and the United States—not to
mention those survivors who remained in Germany and those who, like Brilling,
returned to Germany—all struggling over the contested legacy of German Jewry.

Brilling’s postwar ambitions for archival reconstruction began with his
time as a rabbinical student in Breslau. Brilling was born in 1906 in Tremessen
(Trzemeszno), a small town outside Posen, and at the age of twenty he enrolled
in rabbinical studies at the Jidisch-Theologisches Seminar (Jewish Theological
Seminary) in Breslau, where he was ordained in 1933. In 1927, shortly after enter-
ing the seminary, Brilling began work as an assistant at the archive of the Breslau
Jewish community. The archive had been formed in 1924 by the rabbi Aron Hep-
pner, once an active and early supporter of the Gesamtarchiv. Prior to the First
World War, Heppner, who then lived in Koschmin (KoZzmin), had been one of
the Berlin archive’s most effective collectors, gathering historical materials from
Jewish communities throughout Posen and Silesia, and he was even considered
as the General Archive’s leader in 1920.” That year, though, Heppner relocated to
Breslau, where he would head the community archive. As early as 1914, the Jew-
ish community had sought to organize its files, and a decade later it established
the Gemeindearchiv (community archive) in August 1924, at the same moment
as its communal newsletter (Gemeindeblatt)—apparently in an effort to form
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the institutions befitting one of the larger Jewish communities in Germany.>
This archive initially contained, as the name implied, the administrative files of
the Breslau Jewish community. Soon, though, it grew into what Brilling would
later call the “Jewish Provincial-Archive of Silesia,” holding files from over twenty
local communities.”

Brilling’s experience at the Breslau archive clearly left a strong impression on
the twenty-one-year-old rabbinical student. In December 1927, he jotted some
notes on “the importance of a Jewish communal archive.” As he wrote, “An
archive is no superfluous luxury . . . but rather an absolute necessity.”>* Such ear-
nestness reflected the beginnings of a strong passion for archives, a driving factor
in Brilling’s career as rabbi, historian, and archivist from then until his death in
1987. In these years, Brilling busied himself with historical work and genealogy
at the expense of pursuing a rabbinical pulpit. He worked as a teacher and pub-
lished pieces on local history and bibliography, with an emphasis on economic
history and Jewish professions, especially goldsmithing, and was a correspond-
ing member of Arthur Czellitzer’s Berlin-based Gesellschaft fur jiidische Famil-
ienforschung (Society for Jewish Genealogy).” He also worked closely with Jacob
Jacobson, the leader of the Gesamtarchiv in Berlin, and spent time in Hamburg
working to organize the Jewish community’s files in the aim of developing a
local archive.>* All this was brought to an end with Kristallnacht, when the Bre-
slau archive, like most other Jewish community archives, was confiscated by the
Gestapo, which had issued instructions to take care that, in the planned sack-
ing of synagogues, historical records be preserved.” Brilling and Heppner were
incarcerated at Buchenwald, and Heppner, then over seventy years of age, died
shortly thereafter. When Brilling returned to Breslau, Gestapo leader Fritz Arlt
returned the keys to the archive, and he continued his work, now as the director
of the archive. However, Arlt advised Brilling to emigrate, and Brilling fled to
Palestine, prematurely ending his efforts to pursue his doctoral studies.>

In Palestine, Brilling struggled to rebuild his life. He helped establish the Soci-
ety for Jewish Genealogy in Tel Aviv, a direct successor to Czellitzer’s genealogical
society, and he sought work as an archivist but found little professional success.”
He found work in the municipality of Tel Aviv, but the city did not have an offi-
cial archive or archivist. In part, Brilling’s inability to find suitable work reflected
the reality of his status as a refugee. A number of scholars have written about the
so-called Fifth Aliyah as a wave of immigration to Palestine characterized by an
influx of German Jews and their financial and intellectual capital, as a crucial
moment in the development of the Yishuv or Jewish settlement in Palestine.?®
However, the reality of refugee life was one of heavy burdens. Georg Herlitz,
Taubler’s former assistant at the General Archive and since 1919 the leader of the
Zionistische Zentralarchiv (Zionist Central Archives) in Berlin, fled to Palestine
in October 1933 at the behest of the Zionist Organization, bringing his archives
with him, but found that the Palestine Office lacked the funds to reopen the
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archive until 1935.% Alex Bein, another German-Jewish archivist who made his
way to Palestine in 1933, faced similar challenges but proved an important foil
to Brilling.** Bein—who would in 1956 become Israel’s first state archivist—had
worked from 1927 to 1933 at the Prussian Reichsarchiv, a military archive based
in Potsdam.” Upon arriving in Palestine, Bein also had difficulty securing archi-
val work, only finding a position at Herlitz’s newly reestablished Central Zionist
Archives in 1935. Brilling had started working at the Breslau communal archive
the very same year Bein began at the Reichsarchiv, but it seems that Bein’s years
there provided a professional imprimatur in a way that Brilling never could muster.
Despite his years of work in Breslau, Brilling never had any official archival train-
ing until he took part in a seminar run by Bein and Herlitz in 1952.% Still, Brilling
saw himself first and foremost as an archivist, heading correspondence with
a self-typed letterhead proclaiming himself the “former archivist of the Breslau
synagogue-community” despite the fact that he only held the position for a few
weeks following Heppner’s passing.® As he entered the postwar years, he con-
tinued to work to rebuild his life, holding three hopes: that he might locate his
Breslau archive, find work as an archivist, and eventually create a new archive for
postwar Germany.

When Brilling came to Germany in 1955, he was tasked with preparing reports
for the Jewish Historical General Archives on the contents of state archives around
Germany elsewhere, including Amsterdam, which would allow them to catalog
and microfilm material and in some instances secure records through restitu-
tion.** At the same time, though, he began to make plans for a life in Germany.
In 1942, he had written that many Jewish refugees in Palestine—including him-
self, seemingly—would likely return to their countries of origin after the war.»
It seems, then, that he believed Palestine would be for him but a brief sojourn;
in 1951, Brilling—still unhappy with his lot in Tel Aviv—inquired if the Central
Council of Jews in Germany required an archivist.** And so, when he returned
to Germany in 1955 to Germany to search out archives on behalf of Meisl’s Jew-
ish Historical General Archives, he began to search for support for his dream for
a new archive in Germany. In January 1956, Brilling turned to Hendrik George
van Dam, general secretary of the Central Council, with a detailed proposal for
establishing “an archive for the history of the Jews in Germany as a demand of
reparations.”” Explaining that the key archives before the war were the Berlin
Gesamtarchiv and his own Breslau communal archive, he declared that the “rees-
tablishment” of an archive of German Jewry, as a direct successor to the work of
the Berlin Gesamtarchiv and his Breslau archive, could “represent an attempt to
put right [gut zu machen] the crimes of the Nazis against the spirit.” It also might
provide a way forward for those—like himself—whose work in Jewish historical
scholarship had been cut off by the rise of Nazism and the Second World War.
He proposed that all state, municipal, and even estate (stindisch) archives be
combed “file by file” for material relating to the Jews, which could be duplicated
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both for a German archive as well as for the Jerusalem archives, providing addi-
tional security for the materials.®*

With this plan, Brilling found eager ears. A year after the Central Council of
Jews in Germany was established in 1950, its historical commission was tasked
with “securing the historically significant sources and monuments™ In 1953,
Harry Goldstein of the Verband der Jidischen Gemeinden Nordwestdeutsch-
lands (Association of Jewish Communities in Northwest Germany), based in
Hamburg, called for archives and libraries to be gathered to that city.*> When
pressed by Charles Kapralik, the leader of the Jewish Trust Corporation (JTC)
in Britain, Goldstein insisted that they did not oppose sending materials to Jeru-
salem but merely wanted to examine the material and see what was necessary
for “administrative” purposes; he claimed it would be easier to do this in one
place than scattered across the British zone.”" Nevertheless, a number of Ger-
man Jews held onto hope that they might be able to keep some of the materials.
Carl Katz of Bremen declared in May 1954 that whatever hope they still had to
keep historical materials required having an appropriate archivist. In the fall of
1955, just a few months before Brilling issued his memorandum on an archive,
Hans Lamm, chair of the Central Council’s cultural arm, had spoken similarly
of creating a “Central Archive of the Jews in Germany.”# All the while, the Ger-
man Jews looked to a new archival cache to be the basis of their archive. It had
been long known that the archives of the Jewish community of Kénigsberg
had been brought westward during the war and were stored at the State Archive
in Gottingen, but their fate was in question. Charles Kapralik of the Jewish Trust
Corporation initially believed that the files, having originated in what was now
Russian-occupied territory, must be returned there, but this proposal met with
strong resistance.* By the time Brilling traveled to Germany in 1955, the files
were still there. The following spring, van Dam and Lamm both hoped these
files might be the kernel of their archive and Brilling would be the one to manage
them.® And so, when van Dam circulated Brilling’s notes on the state of Jewish
archives in Germany to community leaders, he found that community leaders
supportive, noting that Brilling’s suggestions had reminded them of the fact that
there did not exist a central archive or library for Jews in Germany, which they
hoped to correct.*

Van Dam and the Central Council decided to pursue the plan. He reached
out to Paul Hiibinger of the Ministry of the Interior with a request to create
a special “archive division for the history of Jews in Germany” under the Fed-
eral Archive (Bundesarchiv), which would collect microfilms and other materi-
als, with a state appropriation of 30,000 deutsche marks (about 7,200 dollars
at the time, or 69,000 dollars in 2019 terms) and a state appointment of an
archivist—presumably Brilling—to manage the project.¥ Meanwhile, in March
1956, Brilling returned to Tel Aviv but remained unsatisfied with his lot there. He
believed that he deserved a position (and salary) more befitting his perceived
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status as one of a select group of former Jewish archivists, but his uncompleted
doctorate and lack of archival training left him at a disadvantage. And so he
held two seemingly dissonant hopes: to be promoted in Tel Aviv and to establish
an archive in Germany. At the same time, van Dam repeatedly inquired with
Hibinger and waited for a response from the German government. But a full
year later, in February 1957, van Dam had not yet even secured a meeting with
the appropriate bureaucrats.*

Consequently, Brilling became increasingly impatient, concerned that the ini-
tiative would dissolve.* The result of such uncertainty was that Brilling main-
tained contingencies in both Israel and Germany; the question was what would
come together first. On 14 March 1957, Brilling wrote to Alex Bein, now Israel’s
state archivist, with his proposal for a new German-Jewish archive, and asked if
Bein might support him in his hopes of advancement in Tel Aviv. Brilling also
held out hope that he might be appointed director of the Jewish Historical Gen-
eral Archives when Josef Meisl retired later that year, a position that he felt was
his right, since he was, alongside the Gesamtarchiv’s Jacob Jacobson, “the sole
real veteran Jewish communal archivist”"—a view following from his opinion
that his Breslau archive and the Gesamtarchiv had been the only true prewar
Jewish archives.> However, unbeknownst to Brilling, Meisl had already declared
privately that Brilling was unsuitable.”* And so Bein wrote Brilling that he would
lend his support, but he also applied pressure. He insisted that Brilling’s pro-
posed archive could not be a successor to the Gesamtarchiv, a role already ful-
filled, he claimed, by the Jerusalem archives. Bein pressed Brilling to explain to
his colleagues in Germany that he proposed not to create an “archive” but rather
wanted to collect photocopies, and certainly not originals.”* Here, Bein echoed
a general approach of privileging archives in Israel with originals. In 1954, Bein
had expressed his view to the Hamburg mayor Kurt Sieveking that “filming is
in no way equivalent to the source.” Similarly, Bein had been writing to Jew-
ish leaders in Germany that when it came to the Kénigsberg files, the originals
must go to Jerusalem and any new archive in Germany must be dedicated only
to files originating in the postwar era.>* What is more, “if one wants to establish a
central Jewish archive in Germany,” Bein insisted to Lamm, “it will require only
photocopies and microfilms . . . [and] original material of recent date which is
necessary for current work and the purposes of restitution.”” On the whole, Bein
expressed confusion about the possibility of a Jewish archivist appointed by the
Ministry of the Interior, mostly seeing it as counterproductive.*®

Ultimately, Brilling caved to Bein’s pressure. Perhaps he felt he needed Bein’s
recommendation for any career advancement if he were to remain in Tel Aviv.
Brilling insisted that his proposal was quite clear, but he conceded that he could
write to van Dam “in the interest of high scientific goals in which we, as archi-
vists, are all interested.”” That same day, Brilling drafted a letter to van Dam
explaining that his proposed archive would in no way serve as a competitor with
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the Jewish Historical General Archives in Jerusalem, which, he wrote, “should
be greatly credited with securing the rescue of the files of Jewish communities.”
Instead, Brilling said, his effort should be seen as part of a “combined effort with
[the JHGA] and other Jewish archives in the interest of science [Wissenschaft]
and the general goal of studying the history of the German Jews.” However, after
writing the letter, it seems that Brilling sat on it, presumably mulling it over, for
over two weeks before placing it in the post.*

In the summer of 1957, Brilling again returned to Germany, this time to fin-
ish his doctorate under Karl Heinrich Rengstorf, the New Testament scholar in
Miinster. A year later, he completed his thesis on “Die Juden und die Stadt Bre-
slau im 16. und 17. Jahrhundert.” He hoped that, perhaps, with his doctorate in
hand he might be appointed Tel Aviv’s municipal archivist. It seems, though,
that his future in Israel was nonexistent; he just didn’t know it yet. Bein did write
a recommendation on Brilling’s behalf, but he remained something of a per-
sona non grata among the Jerusalem archivists and was particularly disliked by
Daniel Cohen, who received Meisl’s job that year. Reflecting on the question of
the Konigsberg and Brilling’s potential hiring to manage a “Central Archive
of the German Jews,” Daniel Cohen was irate: “The whole matter is a scandal,”
he wrote.® Shortly thereafter, when the matter of the Konigsberg stalled, Cohen
again complained that it was “probably another . . . monkey-business with
Brilling.”¢

All this time, Brilling remained in Germany to continue his research and push
for the creation of his archive. In 1958, he again detailed an archival plan, arguing
that such an archive could “carry forward the memory of the history of the Ger-
man Jews” and the “tradition” of the Berlin and Breslau archives. Concluding, he
suggested that in such a manner, these archives could be “continued.”® And so,
van Dam secured the support of the Ministry of Interior to support the creation
of a position for an archivist for the Central Council, and they moved forward
with plans to form the archive in Hamburg, to open in April 1959.© However, to
Brilling’s chagrin, the Central Council decided to appoint him only on a tempo-
rary basis; they recognized that creating an archive would require “considerable
means and work” but only had enough funds to fund the position for a single
year.” Brilling was furious. Jotting down some notes, he complained, “I am an
archivist without an archive!”* Along the same lines, Hans Hertz in Hamburg
and Brilling’s teacher Karl Heinrich Rengstorf wrote to the Central Council and
insisted that the project be better supported. As Hertz and Rengstorf put it,
the effort was necessary as a “new General Archive of the German Jews for our
time.”® Nevertheless, shortly thereafter Hertz and Rengstorf decided that the
best path forward was to bring Brilling back to Miinster where he could pursue
his archival work under Rengstorf.®

Brilling’s effort failed for a number of reasons. By the time that Brilling began
this effort in earnest in the second half of the 1950s, most of the most lucrative
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caches of looted archival materials—particularly a large portion of the former
Gesamtarchiv files—had already been extracted from Germany to the Jerusa-
lem archives. Moreover, the political situation made it difficult. The West Ger-
man state clearly preferred dealing with Israel both for reasons of publicity and
the development of a positive relationship with the young Jewish state and also
because West German officials, while hoping to foster Jewish life in Germany,
did not truly expect a Jewish community to flourish there.”” Further, it would
prove impossible to secure archives in eastern Germany, such as portions of the
Gesamtarchiv that were in the German Democratic Republic’s Zentralarchiv
(central archive) in Potsdam, and Poland, where Brilling’s Breslau files had made
their way to Warsaw’s Jewish Historical Institute (Zydowski Instytut Historyczny).®
Limited to microfilms of existing materials, the Jewish communities in Ger-
many had limited resources to pursue collecting records already preserved in
state archives.

And so Brilling, this “archivist without an archive,” settled in Miinster. There,
he worked with Rengstorf at the Institutum Judaicum Delitzschianum, a cen-
ter for Jewish studies—originally founded to promote missionary work among
Jews—named for the nineteenth-century scholar Franz Delitzsch and reestab-
lished in Miinster by Rengstorf in 1948. As the head of the “Division for the
History of the Jews in Germany” (Abteilung fiir die Geschichte der Juden in
Deutschland), Brilling gathered microfilms and other historical materials. And
he still dreamed of “an extensive new Gesamtarchiv of the German Jews,” as
Rengstorf put it in 1960.% Indeed, the next year, when Brilling expressed his
hope to gather materials relating to Berlin and eastern Germany, he claimed
that the result might be that the “Jewish archives of Germany”—by which in
context he clearly meant the tradition of the Gesamtarchiv and his Breslau
archive, which he had just discussed—"“could be recreated.””

When Brilling and Rengstorf spoke of an aspiration to make a new Gesam-
tarchiv, their goal was to recreate or reconstruct archives, which had been scattered
during the Second World War—and even afterward. In 1960, Brilling explained
the major goal of his archive to be the “repatriation” of the files of Jewish com-
munities that had been removed from Germany to Israel.” Reaching out to the
Association of Jewish Communities in Northwest Germany, Brilling explained
that it was quite difficult for Jewish and non-Jewish scholars in Germany to use
the materials that had been sent to Jerusalem, and he asked for funds to micro-
film them.” It seemed they were not particularly forthcoming with the funds.
But he aimed to microfilm portions of his former Breslau archives, which after
the war found their way to Jewish Historical Institute in Warsaw, and tried—but
failed—to secure the portions of the former Gesamtarchiv that were held in Pots-
dam.” Similarly, writing in 1961, Brilling declared his aim was to “recreate” the
archives that had existed before the war.”* He slowly accumulated material—by
1973 could boast of one hundred thousand pages of material in microfilm—but
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these achievements were modest by the standard he set, of recreating the archives
that had existed before the war.”> And so Brilling’s language of creating a “new”
Gesamtarchiv and reconstructing archives spoke to the challenge of rebuilding
Jewish life in Germany after the Holocaust. For if he used the language of recreat-
ing the Gesamtarchiv, the reality was that any new archive would be profoundly
distinct from that which came before. Indeed, Brilling’s effort presents a key case
of the dreams of postwar reconstruction and their practical limitations, especially
in the immediate postwar years when so many felt that Jewish life in Germany
was at its end. For Brilling, the possibility of creating another Gesamtarchiv might
represent the possibility of continued Jewish existence in Germany and also pres-
ent a claim that Germany could be the home to a hegemonic cultural center of
German Jewry rather than its diaspora.

Brilling’s story is one of someone who wanted to rebuild his life and to recon-
struct his archives, and in both instances he was mostly unsuccessful. Plagued
by professional failures, he was ultimately unable to find a position in Israel,
returning to Germany, and there his efforts to create a new archive were mostly
ineffective. But his effort represents a divergent approach to archival reconstruc-
tion from the work of Israeli archivists who gathered files to the Jewish Historical
General Archives in Jerusalem. And it also demonstrates the limits of such recon-
struction in terms of both the specific details of the postwar years, when the
Israelis insisted that Jewish life in Germany was at its end and exerted great pres-
sure to limit it, as well as the general possibility to “reconstruct” prewar archives.
Brilling’s efforts exemplify the then unrealized potentials for cross-currents and
headwinds of efforts to rebuild Jewish life in its full variety, and they also ges-
ture at the basic limitations of the idea of reconstruction. One must ask to what
extent it would have even been possible for Brilling to “reconstruct” the prewar
archives. Both Brilling and the Israelis sought to reconstitute and reconstruct
these archives, or at least their archival materials, but in the end the effort to
reconstruct something utterly destroyed was futile—instead they all, to varying
degrees of success and failure, ended up constructing something radically new
that reflected the new realities of Jewish life after the Holocaust.

It is for this reason useful to consider how Brilling’s dream of a new central
archive “as a demand for cultural reparations,” which he first outlined in his 1956
memorandum, would come into being about a generation later. In April 1985,
Helmut Kohl—speaking to commemorate the fortieth anniversary of the libera-
tion of Bergen-Belsen—proposed the creation of an “Archive for Research on the
History of the Jews in Germany.””® Just before Brilling’s death in 1987, such an
archive opened: the Zentralarchiv zur Erforschung der Geschichte der Juden in
Deutschland (Central Archive for the Research of the History of the Jews in Ger-
many) at the Hochschule fiir Jiidische Studien in Heidelberg under the direction
of Eberhard Gonner. For Peter Honigmann, who directed the Heidelberg archive
from 1991 to 2016, the connection was clear, and he indicated the archive as a
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successor to Brilling’s efforts as well as the Gesamtarchiv.”” And at just this same
time, as the Zentralarchiv was established in Heidelberg, Jews in East Germany
were working toward what would become the Centrum Judaicum at the New
Synagogue (Neue Synagoge) in Berlin. When it opened in 1991, it would house
the files of the former Gesamtarchiv that had been in East Germany’s Zentralar-
chiv since the late 1950s.”® In this light, the question of creating archives for Ger-
man Jews was never about the past—it was always a question of the present and
future vitality of Jewish existence in Germany. If in the 1950s many felt this was
an impossibility, by the 1990s it was manifested through the formation of such
historical archives, giving shape to the present and the possibilities of recon-
structing Jewish life in Germany by ordering the past.
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CHAPTER 4

S
WHOSE HERITAGE?

EARLY POSTWAR GERMAN-JEWISH HISTORY AS
REMIGRANTS HISTORY—THE CASE OF HAMBURG

Miriam Riirup

In December 2007, the weekly German newspaper Die Zeit published a report on
German Jews who had fled Nazi Germany for safety in the United States. Carol
Kahn Strauss, the daughter of émigrés from Dortmund and the executive direc-
tor of the Leo Baeck Institute in New York—one of the world’s leading centers
for the study of German Jewry—used the occasion to promote a “revolutionary
idea.” She proposed to relocate “the heart of the institute,” its renowned archive,
from New York to Berlin. She argued,

Those emigrants, who have supported us for fifty years, even financially, are
now passing away. We think that what we collect and document here, mostly in
German, is part of German history and should be in Germany. . .. This history
is becoming increasingly less relevant in New York. In Germany it is increas-
ingly important. There, those materials will not degenerate, as far as one can
say something about the future.’

Not everyone shared Strauss’s perspective. Marion Kaplan, a professor at New
York University and the daughter of German-Jewish refugees, reacted angrily.
In an open letter to Ismar Schorsch, president of the Leo Baeck Institute (LBI),
she wrote,

The notion that the archives would “degenerate” in New York is dubious.
Why should this be the case? . .. While it is true that the German-Jewish refu-
gee generation is thinning out and that the children of these refugees have
blended into the American Jewish community, the conclusion does not follow
that the LBI will be unable to find financial support in exactly that Ameri-
can Jewish community. . .. Finally, with regard to those thousands of refugees
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and survivors who donated their memoirs, letters, diaries, and other precious
papers to the LBI, most did so because—and confident that—their documents
would be safe in America. I doubt they would have done so had they known
that the materials with which they escaped from Germany would eventually
end up back in Germany. They entrusted a Jewish institution in the United
States with their treasured documents, not a Jewish institution in Germany.
Their intentions alone should make the LBI pause before sending the archives
to Germany.?

The larger, symbolic conflict illuminated by these two statements dates back to
the early years of postwar German history and remains relevant today—namely,
who are the heirs to the heritage of German Jewry, and for whom have the docu-
ments and records of former German Jews been preserved?

This conflict over material remnants gained its true importance from the
symbolic issues at stake. While Strauss and Kaplan focused on an institution in
New York in 2007—2008, a similar debate took place in Hamburg as early as the
immediate postwar years and culminated in the establishment of the Institute
for the History of the German Jews (Institut fiir die Geschichte der deutschen
Juden) in 1966. The origins, early years, and precise character of the institute
elucidate the fundamental struggle over who is in charge of German-Jewish his-
tory and whether there was meant to be a German-Jewish historiography within
postwar Germany at all. The actors involved in this dispute over memory and
heritage were non-Jewish and Jewish Germans, former German Jews, remigrants
to Germany, German-born Israelis, and of course Zionists seeking to endow the
new Israeli state with a Jewish-national legacy and heritage.

The conflict in Hamburg began, in fact, in Jerusalem, as the Jewish Histori-
cal General Archives (today, the Central Archives for the History of the Jewish
People) attempted to collect all traces of Jewish heritage in postwar Europe
and bring them to Israel. These early attempts focused not merely on archi-
val documents but also on other objects of Jewish cultural heritage, such as
books and libraries,’ ritual objects, and profane material remnants seized by
the Nazis.* This essay will focus on the story of the archival remnants of Ham-
burg’s historic Jewish community. In Hamburg, one of the biggest archives of
Jewish life in Germany survived the war unharmed, documenting four hun-
dred years of Jewish life in Germany. City officials as well as representatives
of the Jewish community of Hamburg were reluctant to give “their” material
away, regarding it as part of their Hamburg (Jewish) heritage. In the end, some
of the originals remained in Hamburg and some were brought to Jerusalem,
while the respective missing portions were microfilmed so that the complete
collection was accessible in both countries. Moreover, Hamburg committed
itself to funding a research institute that would henceforth work with those
files and on that heritage.
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The years leading to the opening of the institute—the first scholarly center for
German-Jewish history in postwar Germany—were conflict-ridden and indicate
the difficult context in which early postwar German-Jewish history developed.
The broader context has to be seen as part of German Vergangenheitsbewdltigung
(coming to terms with the past), when German-Jewish emigrants observed the
diffident reconstruction of Jewish life in postwar Germany from afar. German-
Jewish historians such as Heinz Mosche Graupe, the institute’s founding director,
and Joseph Wulf, who intended to work for the Hamburg institute, demanded to
be respected as scholars in the field of contemporary German history in general
and had to fight for recognition as legitimate German historians by convincing
not only their (non-Jewish) German colleagues but also their fellow former Ger-
man Jews.

The German-Jewish emigrants who founded branches of the Leo Baeck Insti-
tute in their countries of refuge—Britain, the United States, and Israel—expressly
declared that they did not intend to establish a branch of the Leo Baeck Institute
in Germany.” However, when the Institute for the History of the German Jews
was founded in Hamburg, it was expected to take over the “practical role of a
German Leo Baeck Institute.”® Those expectations were expressed by the Ger-
man side in order to further legitimize the establishment of such an institute.

REBUILDING JEWISH LIFE IN GERMANY

Both remigrants as well as those who had either survived in Germany in hiding
or come to Germany as displaced persons (DPs) and decided to stay were part
of a new beginning of Jewish life in Germany. This revival of Jewish life in the
country of the perpetrators drew part of its legitimization from the existing
heritage and remnants of Jewish life on the ground, such as the Hamburg Jew-
ish community archives. And yet this development was a disputed topic among
Jews and Zionists alike. From the Zionist (and later Israeli) perspective, Dias-
pora Judaism was seen as something that was meant to be overcome. Further-
more, rebuilding Jewish life in the country of the perpetrators was regarded
nearly as an act of treason to the Jewish people.” From the angle of the Allied
occupiers, remigration of political and Jewish emigrants was regarded as a way
to enhance the rebuilding of a democratic post-Nazi society. From that perspec-
tive, Jews were seen as transmitters of democratic values and thus needed for the
emerging European “West.” A third group, exiled Jews, looked upon Germany
with skepticism and were hesitant to return permanently to their former home-
land, which had turned into a country of perpetrators. And even when they
did return, they often kept the foreign passports they had received during their
years of living abroad.® The fact that those remigrants remained skeptical and
hesitant toward postwar Germany was nourished by a climate that they must
have experienced as hostile.
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Having been expatriated and stripped of their German citizenship by the
National Socialists, they were no longer regarded as full members of German
society. Everyday reality demonstrated to the remigrants that they were not nec-
essarily welcome.® While non-Jewish Germans emphasized their own suffering
and pointed to the bombed-out cities, the remigrants were regarded as well-fed
returnees, who had survived in comparably safe surroundings and were now
presumably only coming back to raise questions of German guilt, supposedly
full of hatred—if not even bearing ideas of revenge.” Furthermore, Jewish and
non-Jewish emigrants waited in vain for a clear call to return to Germany." Most
Jewish remigrants to Germany were very hesitant about returning to “accursed
soil,” and most of those who did return did not initially intend to resettle in
Germany.” Additionally, there were many emigrants who did not think about
returning and who declared those feelings publicly.»

The conflict over returning to Germany was intertwined with a discussion of
rebuilding Jewish life and thus reestablishing Jewish culture in Germany. Aspects
of the reconstruction included Jews who chose to remain in Germany after hav-
ing witnessed the end of the war in Germany or who had come to the Allied
zones as DPs and material remnants such as the Jewish community archives that
served as the foundation for the Hamburg institute. Focusing on the emerging
field of German-Jewish historiography in postwar Germany, we will see how
closely linked both aspects were in those early discussions. The specific Hamburg
case enables us to address the overall questions of who is in charge of the Jewish
legacy—namely, the heritage of Jewish existence in Germany. Part of this original
Hamburg debate centered on the following questions: Where should this heri-
tage be kept, where should Jewish life be rebuilt after the war, and whose heritage
is it? The perception of a Jewish community archive as part of German-Jewish
heritage would call for leaving it in its country of origin—that is, Germany. This
can be seen as a decentralized take on Jewish heritage, recognizing and accepting
the ongoing existence of Diasporic Jewish life. By contrast, a centralized per-
spective would claim the remnants as part of a mainly Jewish heritage, which is
owned by the Jewish people and should ultimately be removed from postwar
Germany and brought to Israel.* Both cases raise questions, such as: Who would
work with this material, who are the ones rightfully claiming the legitimacy to
write German-Jewish history, and where would this occur? Thus we will now
have a look at both the emerging field of German-Jewish history and the struggle
over the archival remnants.

JEwisH HiSTORIANS AND GERMAN-JEWISH HISTORY

After the end of the Second World War, there was hardly any interest in study-
ing German-Jewish history in Germany. One possible reason was the reluctance
in Germany to deal at all with the recent past at all. Furthermore, it seemed
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impossible and inappropriate to focus on Jewish history while omitting the years
of Nazi persecution. To put it differently, dealing with German-Jewish history
would have also meant tackling the question of how Germans became perpetra-
tors who excluded, expelled, and ultimately exterminated their fellow German
(Jewish) citizens. Those who worked on German-Jewish history in those early
postwar years did so as emigrants and published not in German journals but
rather mainly in the Leo Baeck Institute Year Book after the establishment of the
Leo Baeck Institute in 1955, whose primary audience was not Germans—either
Jewish or non-Jewish—but rather the community of survivors and fellow emi-
grants in Israel, the United States, and the United Kingdom.” Thus there was no
German or German-Jewish voice for German-Jewish history within Germany in
the first decade after the war ended.

In the immediate postwar years, no university professor in West Germany
taught Jewish history, and the very few professors who taught Jewish studies (not
Jewish history) were employed within faculties of Christian theology or were
(mostly Jewish) remigrants. One of the very early remigrants to Germany was
Adolf Leschnitzer, who taught German-Jewish history at the Free University in
Berlin beginning in 1952 and even then only a single course in the summer term.
He kept his American citizenship and maintained his primary residence in the
United States.” Nonetheless, the Free University practically became a hotbed of
German-Jewish emigrants returning to study and teach Jewish studies in Ger-
many, including Franz Neumann, Ernst Fraenkel, Ossip K. Flechtheim, and Jacob
Taubes, to name a few. This was partially due to the fact that this postwar institu-
tion was not tainted with a Nazi past and could be seen as an academic answer
to the call for a renewal of German society. Those early scholarly remigrants
became educators of a whole new generation of (non-Jewish) German histori-
ans, including Arno Herzig, Stefi Jersch-Wenzel, Monika Richarz, and Reinhard
Riirup, who went on to produce seminal works in the field of German-Jewish
history. Those historians were born in the mid- to late 1930s and had received
their university educations in postwar Germany. Especially in the 1960s, they
formed the first group of young, non-Jewish historians dealing with Jewish history.
Hence the generational change brought about a shift in German-Jewish histori-
ography or, to be more precise, in the way that the history of German Jewry was
addressed within general German history. The founders of this German-Jewish
historiography were quite different from those who had tried to establish a Wis-
senschaft des Judentums (scholarly study of Judaism) before the National Social-
ist regime. Before 1933, it was exclusively Jewish historians dealing with Jewish
history. Now it was non-Jewish historians working through a German lens. As
a consequence, early on, Jewish history became part of German historiography.
Many of those postwar historians of Jewish history chose as a starting point for
their research the question and failure of emancipation, including Arno Herzig,”
Reinhard Riirup, and even earlier, Eva G. Reichmann, who published Hostages
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of Civilization: A Study of the Social Causes of Anti-Semitism in Germany in 1945
(republished in German in 1951 as Die Flucht in den Hass. Die Ursachen der
deutschen Judenkatastrophe). What made her work and that of these other early
historians special was the view of the emancipation of German Jews as a test case
for the overall social emancipation that took place in the nineteenth century.®

Jewish historians, by contrast, encountered great reservations—if not
aggression—from their non-Jewish colleagues when they ventured into the field
of German history, especially when focusing on the recent National Socialist
past. Having suffered from German and Nazi history, they were considered inca-
pable of having an “objective” perspective on German history.” This reproach
can be seen in the 1949 Josef von Baky film Der Ruf (The Last Illusion), starring
Fritz Kortner as an emigrant who returns to Germany to take up a professorship
at the University of Gottingen. This common accusation must have deeply hurt
director von Béky as well as Jewish actor Kortner, who fled Germany in the 1930s.

In fact, the institutionalization of Jewish history took place outside of aca-
demia; or rather, those Jewish historians who studied and did scholarly work in
Germany in the early postwar years remained outside the ivory tower. One such
example is Hans Lamm, a Jewish historian born in Munich. He had immigrated
to the United States and soon after the end of the war returned to Germany as
an interpreter during the Nuremberg trials. His dissertation, the first concise his-
tory of German Jewry from 1933 onward, was submitted in 1951 but remained
unpublished.* He founded the Ner Tamid Verlag, the earliest postwar press to
specialize in both scholarly and pedagogical works with a clear Jewish focus. In
1960, he published and edited a volume on behalf of the Association of German
Student Unions (Verband Deutscher Studentenschaften) entitled Erziehungswe-
sen und Judentum. Die Darstellung des Judentums in der Lehrerbildung und im
Schulunterricht, which dealt with how to teach Jewish history and culture in Ger-
man schools.” In general, German scholars have regarded the early placement
of German-Jewish historical research outside the university system not only as
an anti-Jewish reflex** but also possibly as part of a Jewish self-isolation and a
lack of audience, as Reinhard Riirup has noted. Before the war, Jewish historians
such as Leopold Zunz, Heinrich Graetz, and Moritz Steinschneider wrote for a
predominantly Jewish audience—an audience that was tragically missing after
the Second World War.»

WHOSE SOURCES? STRUGGLE OVER THE ARCHIVES

It is in this setting that a major conflict between Israel and Germany—or, to be
more precise, between Jerusalem and Hamburg—Iled to the founding of the first
research institute on Jewish history in Germany. The core of this conflict was
the question, Whose heritage is it to claim? The introductory example of Carol
Kahn Strauss’s suggestion to “return” the documents of the German-Jewish
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émigrés to their country of origin shows how contentious the question of where
historical archives are located can be. Archives not only serve as means for his-
torians to do research but also are often seen as an essential foundation of a
common heritage, which needs to be administered and owned by the group who
claims its legacy. The history of the Institute for the History of the German Jews,
located in Hamburg—the first postwar center for research on Jewish history in
Germany—has its roots in this negotiation process. In the 1950s, the city of Ham-
burg was on the verge of legal struggles over archival material covering four hun-
dred years of German-Jewish history in the Hamburg State Archive.>* However,
these would be struggles over more than simply archival files. Ultimately, they
pointed to questions over quite a different kind of return—namely, whether the
Jews may return to Germany or whether their “archival remnants” should rather
“return” to their people, now living in Israel.

While most other Jewish archives in German cities were confiscated or
destroyed during the Nazi years, the impressive archives of the former Jewish
community of Hamburg were saved from confiscation in 1938 by means of being
transferred into storage at the Hamburg State Archive (Staatsarchiv Hamburg).
The material of Hamburg’s Jewish community was passed to the city literally
under the eyes of the Gestapo; when the Gestapo confiscated the Jewish com-
munity building at Rothenbaumchaussee 38 after Kristallnacht, in November
1938, the documents were brought to the Hamburg State Archive. The mate-
rial was transferred as a “Depositum” and remained property of the Jewish
community—a community, however, that was expelled and destroyed by Nazi
persecution.

After the war, the Jewish Historical General Archives in Israel (later renamed
the Central Archives for the History of the Jewish People) announced its claim to
all Jewish heritage, including community materials. Israeli archivists collected the
remnants of Jewish community files throughout Germany and attempted to do
so in Hamburg.” After years of legal quarrels, Hamburg and Jerusalem reached
an agreement in 1959. Hamburg agreed to establish (and fund) a research insti-
tute that would be committed exclusively to research on German-Jewish history.
This struggle must be seen within the larger framework of a new Jewish existence
in Germany, a Zionist state in Israel that was reluctant to accept Jewish life in
post-Shoah Germany, and German state actors and German civil society trying
to come to terms with the past.

The main arguments in favor of transferring the material to Israel were as fol-
lows: (1) a nation-state needed a national archive, (2) all Jewish material should
be concentrated in order to make it more accessible for researchers, (3) the mate-
rial should serve as a worthy memorial of a culturally rich yet obsolete Jewish
past in the Diaspora, and lastly (4) it would save the material from future destruc-
tion in a presumably continuingly hostile society. The attempts to move and
preserve the materials could build on earlier efforts undertaken by the Zionist
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movement. Already at the very beginning of Nazi persecution, Zionist scholars,
including Ben-Zion Dinur, Yitzhak Baer, and Georg Herlitz, tried to save docu-
ments and bring them to Palestine, and Herlitz founded the Zionist Archives,
which moved from Berlin to Jerusalem in 1933.2°

Initial conversations about establishing a research institute for Jewish his-
tory in Hamburg date back to the 1950s. In 1953, Fritz Fischer, a scholar of Ger-
man contemporary history who did not specialize in Jewish history, formed the
Working Group for the History of the Jews in Hamburg (Arbeitsgemeinschaft
fiir die Geschichte der Juden in Hamburg). An additional idea from this era was
to establish a central Jewish community archive in Hamburg. Indeed, Rabbi
Bernhard Brilling, who had worked as a Jewish communal archivist in Breslau
before the war, returned to Germany from Israel in 1957 and fostered this project.
While he organized a small department of German-Jewish history within the
University of Miinster, the project of an independent institute was realized only
three decades later and not in Hamburg. Instead, the Central Archive for the
Research on the History of the Jews in Germany (Zentralarchiv zur Erforschung
der Geschichte der Juden in Deutschland) was established in Heidelberg and
opened in 1987. In Hamburg, meanwhile, a lawsuit was imminent.

In 1953 the Jewish Trust Corporation for Germany (JTC) applied for “restitu-
tion” of the Jewish community archive to the Jewish people—that is, to Israel. At
first, the Hamburg Jewish community supported this claim. By 1957, however, the
community was firmly established; its members intended to stay permanently in
Germany, and its leaders changed their opinion and wanted to keep the materials
in Hamburg. City officials of Hamburg refused to hand over those materials. In
this dispute, the Israeli side was represented by Alex Bein, director of the Central
Zionist Archives in Israel, and Daniel J. Cohen, director of the Central Archives
for the History of the Jewish People until 1986. Bein was a German-born and
-trained historian who previously had served as an archivist at the Reichsarchiv
in Potsdam. Cohen also had roots in Germany and came from Hamburg. Thus
even the negotiators on the Israeli side had German backgrounds.”

Additionally, the struggle was not merely between “Israelis” and “Germans,”
since some Jews were in favor of keeping Jewish heritage as German-Jewish heri-
tage and in Germany. Among them were Jacob Jacobson, director of the Central
Archives of German Jews in Berlin before the war, who had helped systematically
organize the material in Hamburg; Hans W. Hertz,”® who had played an active
part in moving, and thus saving, the Hamburg archives in the first place; Eric
Warburg, a remigrant to Germany; and Max Plaut, the sole survivor of the pre-
war board of Hamburg’s Jewish community.® They argued that since they had
been invited back to Hamburg by none other than the mayor, Max Brauer, him-
self a remigrant, they also needed and wanted their heritage close by and in the
country they considered home. For them, handing over the material to Israel was
seen as completing the Nazi attempt to destroy all Jewish traces within Germany.
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Hamburg was not the only location where German Jews insisted on keeping
their historic archives. The Bavarian Jewish Community, with the support of
the Central Council of Jews in Germany (Zentralrat der Juden in Deutschland),
insisted on keeping its prewar collection of Jewish material. For these Bavarian
Jews, the collection was proof of the long Jewish heritage in Germany. Moreover,
they regarded it not only as German-Jewish heritage but also as German heritage
in general.®

Another group of protagonists was far more critical of this approach and
wanted to transfer the material to Israel as part of the heritage of the Jewish peo-
ple. As A. Landsberg wrote, “The history of Jews in Hamburg and more generally:
the history of German Jews overall is terminated and over. There are no grounds
whatsoever for a veritable (and lively!) new beginning.”* In this group’s opinion,
which echoed the overall Israeli view, the Diaspora was to be overcome and all
heritage there dissolved and “returned” to Israel. The Zionist idea of “ingathering
of the exiles” hence quite literally included the gathering of Jewish material and
archival remnants to Israel.”* The struggle over archival material was basically a
conflict about the centrality of Israel and the continuing existence of a diaspora,
especially a German-Jewish diaspora.

In 1959, finally, a Solomonic solution was found: the archive would be split
into two parts, with each side keeping the originals of some materials and receiv-
ing microfilm or paper copies of others.®® The material was divided along rather
vague lines. Hamburg would keep the materials that would help reconstruct the
history of the city of Hamburg and its special relation to its Jewish citizens (i.e.,
the “external” history), while the materials sent to Israel had a focus on the reli-
gious aspects of the Jewish community (i.e., the “internal” history).>* The city of
Hamburg established and funded the Institute for the History of the German Jews
to conduct historical research with the Hamburg Jewish community’s files. Profes-
sor Dietrich Gerhardt of the University of Hamburg supported the project, and the
banker Eric M. Warburg, who had also returned to Germany from his exile in
the United States in 1956, gave financial assistance. Joseph Wulf, a historian of
National Socialism with a Jewish-Polish background, was invited to work at the
institute and accepted the offer, though he ended up not taking the position.” It
required yet another few years until Mosche Graupe was appointed as director on
19 November 1964, and the institute officially opened on 4 May 1966.

WuostE HisTorY? NoON-JEWISH GERMAN HISTORIANS
oF CONTEMPORARY GERMAN HIsTORY

A second arena of conflict was the question of who was eligible to tell the story of
Jewish life in Germany. Initially, the founders of the Institute for the History
of the German Jews had chosen Karl Heinrich Rengstorf as the first director.
A professor of Protestant theology and director of the Institutum Judaicum
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Delitzschianum at the University of Miinster,*® Rengstorf was involved in
sketching out the idea of such a research institute early on. After attempting to
establish a Jewish archive in Miinster, he joined forces with the Hamburg ini-
tiators and supported the establishment of an institute in Hamburg.” Shortly
before taking over the position as founding director, however, Jewish voices pro-
tested his appointment. Not only was Rengstorf not Jewish, but he was also one
of the founders of the Lutheran-Protestant Mission among Israel (Evangelisch-
Lutherischer Zentralverein fiir Mission unter Israel), an association in favor of
converting the Jews. Although he defended his take on his “mission to the Jews”
as one that took place in a Christian-Jewish dialogue, to the Jews who raised
criticisms about his appointment, this was not acceptable—especially not in
postwar Germany. Erich Liith, spokesman of the Hamburg Senate and involved
in the first steps of postwar Jewish-Christian dialogue in Hamburg in a truly
reconciliatory context, understood the reservation. In a note to city officials, he
explained the problem with this choice: “It is disturbing for the Jewish public
to see their own documents not being administered and interpreted by a neutral
scholar, but by kind of a militant missionary.”*® In the end, support for Reng-
storf faded away, and he withdrew his appointment in February 1964 before the
institute even opened.

Finding a replacement proved challenging. It now was obvious that the next
choice had to be someone not only with an untainted biography but also capable
of the required scholarly work. The Hamburg Senate appointed Heinz Mosche
Graupe as the first director of the newly founded institute. Born in Berlin in 1906,
he had immigrated to Palestine in 1933. As an academic scholar, however, he had
a difficult time finding a suitable position and worked as a teacher and, after 1948,
for the municipality of Haifa. In Germany he had studied philosophy, history,
and Judaic studies, with his main focus on the history of Jewish thought. Even
before his immigration to Palestine, he had studied in the Yishuv at the Hebrew
University of Jerusalem and afterward completed a rabbinic degree in Berlin at
the Higher Institute for the Scholarly Study of Judaism (Hochschule fur die Wis-
senschaft des Judentums). Both of his parents perished in the Holocaust, yet he
decided to follow the “call” to Hamburg when he was invited to become the first
director of the Institute for the History of the German Jews. He came back to
work and live in Germany in 1964.

Although the first research institute of its kind focusing on German-Jewish
history, the institute did not become the first choice as a German partner for
Jewish émigré scholars,” possibly as a result of the conflict over the appoint-
ment of the institute’s first director. Another development in the field of Ger-
man and Jewish historiography seemed to be more inviting. In 1959-1960,
another institute was founded in Hamburg: the Research Center for the Study
of National Socialism (Forschungsstelle zur Erforschung des Nationalsozialis-
mus), today called the Research Center for Contemporary History in Hamburg
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(Forschungsstelle fiir Zeitgeschichte in Hamburg). Werner Jochmann, the direc-
tor of the institute, had been a postdoctoral assistant for the eminent historian
Fritz Fischer* before turning his back on medieval history in order to pursue
more contemporary research questions, especially about the failure of the Wei-
mar Republic and its political successor, National Socialism.

Both German and Jewish historians, still struggling to find the right angle
to deal with the recent past, characterized the emerging postwar field of “con-
temporary German history.” Mostly, German postwar historiography did not
address the question of the Nazi period, and if so, it did not analyze the Holo-
caust and persecution of the Jews. Rather, it dealt with the question of how
and why the democratic system of the Weimar Republic failed. Furthermore,
German academic historians considered themselves as writing about National
Socialism from a neutral or “objective” standpoint, while they considered Jewish
historians as biased and writing a victim-focused history, ignoring the “systemic”
aspects of Nazi history and not getting to the real core of the history of National
Socialism.# This divide could still be seen in the “Historikerstreit” of the 1980s
and the famous exchange of correspondence between Martin Broszat and Saul
Friedlinder in 1987.4

Werner Jochmann, the first director of this institute of contemporary history,
was born in 1921. The Nazi past definitely formed his perspective of the role of
contemporary history. Jochmann had been a member of the Hitler Youth, worked
for the Labor Service, and served in the German army during World War II. He
was very active not only as a historian but also within the Protestant Church in
the context of enhancing Jewish-Christian dialogue as a religious project. And
just as was the professional approach of Heinz Mosche Graupe, he also insisted
on making the results of his scholarly research accessible to a broader public,
which led to cooperation with the State Agency for Civic Education (Landeszen-
trale fur politische Bildung).# This state-funded institution, which still exists,
offers adult education and provides schools with background material for their
history and political science instruction to foster a well-educated civil society
based on the ideas of tolerance and democracy.

In his research, Jochmann combined a strong interest in Jewish history with
the history of National Socialism. This two-track approach also had its origins in
early criticism that Jochmann received from a Jewish colleague, Shaul Esh, from
the Institute for Contemporary Jewry in Israel, who was also born in Hamburg.
Esh pointed out to Jochmann that his collection of documents about the history
of Nazism lacked Jewish sources and did not refer to any of the works of Jew-
ish scholars. This criticism led to a long conversation—first in letters, then in
mutual visits—between Jochmann and Esh and indeed strengthened Hamburg’s
ties with Israel and Jewish academics as well as with the LBI in London.

The Research Center for the Study of National Socialism quickly turned into
the place to go for many German-Jewish historians who had emigrated from
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Germany and lived abroad yet who also wanted to have a scholarly address
in Germany.* Quite interestingly, the professional links between the LBI and the
research center were far closer than the links between the LBI and the Institute for
the History of the German Jews. Thus in 1974, when the LBI put together the very
first panel on German-Jewish history ever to be organized at a German Historiker-
tag, the LBI did not approach Peter Freimark (then the director of the Institute
for the History of the German Jews) but rather Werner Jochmann as its partner
in Germany. Of course, such academic relations always have a personal reason
as well.* However, reasons for this might just as well lie somewhere else, beyond
mere personal affinity. It clearly was easier and more viable for emigrated Jewish
historians of German-Jewish history to work with non-Jewish Germans than
to acknowledge and accept that there were Jewish remigrants to Germany who
were establishing a new Jewish existence there. It seems that in the case of the LBI
and the Research Center for the Study of National Socialism, we see an echo of
what Dan Diner has called the Jewish “ban” on Germany.

WHAT HisTORY?

Lots of prominent guests, including leading members of the University and local
politicians, such as former mayors Max Brauer and Kurt Sieveking, attended the
opening ceremony of the newly founded Institute for the History of the Ger-
man Jews and made welcoming remarks. They named three main motives for the
establishment of such an institute: (1) to correct the “maliciously distorted image
of the Jew”;* (2) to prove the immense importance of Jews within Hamburg and
Jewish contributions specifically to the city of Hamburg, as if not to let intel-
lectual annihilation follow the city’s physical destruction; and (3) to work closely
with the sources and documents of the Hamburg Jewish community.

It was an institution funded by German money and researching the history
of a religious minority within German history, but taking on the perspective of
the Jews—mnot that of non-Jewish politics about Jews. It was clearly a rarity
in many ways, and for many years it was the only such research institution in
Germany. The scholarly profile of the institute addressed an academic audience
and had a clear educational function. Especially under the institute’s second
director, close ties were established with the State Agency for Civic Education.¥
Thus very early on, the institute chose a two-track understanding of Jewish histo-
riography in Germany: traditionally academic historical basic research together
with the transfer of its findings to the decidedly non-Jewish German public.

Prominent Jewish contemporaries such as Norbert Wollheim publicly
declared the role of historiography as the core discipline to address the question
of “why” and “how” National Socialism could have happened, regarding history
as the “teacher of mankind.”* German Jews explicitly stated their right to reclaim
their part within general German history. Their own history as Jews in Germany
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had to be considered as part of German history, and thus they perceived them-
selves as German historians just like other historians. As Wollheim stated, “After
all, our history was taken away from us Jews in Germany on 9 November 1938.
The same history, which was already shaped by our ancestors some sixteen hun-
dred years ago in the old town of Cologne.”® His claim must also be seen as an
answer to the field of National Socialist historiography, in which, for example,
the renowned journal Historische Zeitschrift had introduced a special section
on the “Jewish question,” giving room to studies by the Propaganda Ministry’s
special Institute for the Study of the Jewish Question, established in 1934.°

The main research focus of the Hamburg institute’s first director, Heinz Mosche
Graupe, was the history of ideas. The first volume of the institute’s publication
series was entitled Die Entstehung des Modernen Judentums: Geistesgeschichte der
Deutschen Juden, 1650—1942.5* The book not only proved to be popular and widely
read but was also translated into Hebrew and English. When Graupe retired in 1972,
he continued to live in Hamburg and later moved to Frankfurt. Only in 1988 did he
decide to move to the United States, where he lived with his son in Chicago. Graupe
was not only a remigrant who was willing to settle in Germany as a victim of Nazi
persecution, but he was also eager to enter into a conversation with the broader
German public about their very own Jewish heritage as part of German humanistic
culture and heritage. Thus it is no accident that his first (and main) publication
was written for a broad audience. Whether this “conversation” was one-sided or
not is difficult to judge. What is interesting to see is that Jewish remigrants, such
as Graupe, did not necessarily return as the victim seeking revenge—a fear that
continued beneath the surface in German academia and beyond. Their approach
rather was the question of how to address and reconcile the both rich and tragic
legacy of German-Jewish life in their work as historians of German-Jewish history.
They were looking for an explanation for the failure of a seemingly golden age
of successful emancipation. That this one-sided love affair came to such a bitter
end demanded clarification. By putting it in a larger perspective, they inherently
reached out to a broader public beyond academia, as can be seen in the cases of
Hans Lamm and Heinz Mosche Graupe.

CONCLUSION

In 1984, Hans W. Hertz, one of the activists who had moved the Jewish com-
munity’s records to the Hamburg State Archive (where they had remained safe
during the war) and who had facilitated the foundation of the Institute for
the History of the German Jews, received an honorary doctorate degree from the
University of Hamburg. Part of the rationale of the committee that approved
his award was to honor his involvement in “saving” Hamburg’s Jewish heritage.>*
In this decade, historiographical developments such as the history workshop
movement” and the new social history brought about an openness that made
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it possible to address the “Jewish question” and claimed that “subjectivity” was a
legitimate perspective. Moreover, scholarship on Jewish history, drawing on Jew-
ish sources originating in Germany and archived in Germany, was not a disputed
topic anymore. As the honoring of Hertz with an honorary degree shows, it had
become part of a newfound pride in a city’s Jewish heritage.

At the beginning I asked, “Whose heritage?” The struggle surrounding the
archival material in Hamburg—as was the case in many German cities—can be
seen as a test of how Jewish historians tried to rebuild their lives in Germany after
the Second World War and on how many different levels they needed to resolve
conflicts in order to gain respect and legitimacy for their efforts.

The antagonists who claimed that Jewish history in Germany was over and
argued for a transfer of Jewish community files to Israel put forward four main
arguments for doing so: (1) a nation-state needed a national archive, (2) all
Jewish material should be concentrated in order to make it more accessible for
researchers, (3) it would serve as a worthy memorial, and (4) the material should
be saved from supposed future destruction. From this perspective, the priority
of Jewish history was not to focus on its entanglement with German history, but
rather the emphasis was put on the need to unite Jewish heritage in the newly
founded Jewish state.

Those Jews who wanted to write history within Germany and as part of a joint
German-Jewish history did so in order to reclaim their heritage. Not only were
fellow Jews outside of Germany reluctant to accept Jewish scholarship on Ger-
man soil, but “German” historians did not consider Jewish historians as being
able to do research within the field of recent German history, alleging a lack of
objectivity. Jewish historiography, in a way, had to wait until the earliest of the
cultural turns, the history workshop movement, transformed subjectivity into
an asset. The contemporary history institute that accepted not only Jewish schol-
ars but also a Jewish angle within its approach toward history was the Research
Center for Contemporary History (Forschungsstelle fiir Zeitgeschichte) in Ham-
burg.>* There was one common aspect of postwar “German contemporary his-
tory” and “Jewish contemporary history”: both addressed the question, How
could it happen? The answer to this question, however, was sought in different
historical eras. For the “Germans,” it was the failure of the Weimar Republic; for
the “Jews,” it was the flaws and ultimately the failure of German emancipation.

Researching and writing history is a question of sovereignty and community/
nation-building. Thus the struggle over “whose heritage?” became a central issue
in early postwar scholarship by German-Jewish historians writing about the
recent past. For them, writing German-Jewish history, even when focusing on
the most recent and painful era, was part of reclaiming their heritage and, with
it, sovereignty over their own history.
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MIGRATION, MEMORY,
AND NEW BEGINNINGS

THE POSTWAR JEWISH COMMUNITY
IN FRANKFURT AM MAIN

Tobias Freimiiller

In May 1957, the Jewish Community in Frankfurt am Main celebrated the ninth
anniversary of the founding of the State of Israel. The ceremony took place in
the Westend Synagogue, named after its location in the Westend quarter, which
had been a predominantly Jewish neighborhood before 1933. Invited to give the
main speech was Georg Salzberger, the former Liberal rabbi in the Westend Syn-
agogue. Salzberger had been arrested after Kristallnacht in November 1938 and
spent five months in the Dachau concentration camp near Munich. Afterward,
he could leave Germany and went to London, where he became cofounder of a
German-Jewish community in exile. Almost twenty years later, he still worked
as a rabbi in London. For the postwar Jewish community in Frankfurt, Salz-
berger was an important figure. He personified a continuity of Jewish history
in Frankfurt between the prewar era and the postwar period. Even if this conti-
nuity did not actually exist, it was extremely important for the founders of the
postwar Jewish community that it be regarded as a successor to the older Jewish
community.

Georg Salzberger gave his speech in the very same synagogue in which he had
served as a rabbi for twenty-seven years, but he spoke to an audience that knew
little or nothing about the local Jewish history. The Jewish community that Salz-
berger had been part of since 1910 had been almost completely expelled and anni-
hilated between 1933 and 1945. Salzberger was aware of that paradoxical setting.
The Jewish people remained a nation (ein Volk) unaffected by its geographical
fragmentation, he declared. They were linked together as a consequence of their
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segregation by the Christians, because of their own self-concept, and because
of the Bible. The Jewish nation now found a homeland in the State of Israel; it
should find another homeland in its religious faith. Religion, said Salzberger,
quoting Heinrich Heine, is a “portable homeland” for the Jews.!

Of course, Salzberger did not mention West Germany or the city of Frankfurt
as a homeland for Jews. Jews all over the world strongly opposed any renewal of
Jewish life in Germany after World War II and the Holocaust. However, a small
group of Jews decided—for very different reasons—to stay in the “land of the
perpetrators” and on the “bloodstained soil of Germany.”> Many of them chose to
live in Frankfurt. Their story is one of migration, memory, and new beginnings.

MIGRATION

As a percentage of the overall population, Frankfurt am Main had been the most
Jewish city in Germany. At the end of the Weimar Republic, about 5 percent of
the total population in Frankfurt had been Jewish. Nationwide, only about 1 per-
cent of the Germans was Jewish. The city was home to four synagogues, three
Jewish schools, a Jewish orphanage, and numerous recreation homes and old
people’s homes before 1933. Moreover, there were approximately five hundred
Jewish associations and foundations in Frankfurt. Probably the most prominent
among them was the Institute for Social Research, founded by Felix Weil in 1923,
at the University of Frankfurt. In 1933, Jews owned seventeen of the twenty-
three department stores in Frankfurt. They played an important role in banking
houses and at the Frankfurt stock exchange. The Free House of Jewish Learn-
ing (Freies Jiidisches Lehrhaus), founded by Franz Rosenzweig in 1920, offered
adult education courses taught by Martin Buber, Siegfried Kracauer, and Erich
Fromm, among many others.

Like Georg Salzberger, most Jewish men in Frankfurt were arrested after the
November pogroms in 1938. Three of the four synagogues were destroyed. In
1941 and 1942, most of the Jews still living in the city—more than nine thousand
people—were deported to the east. Less than two hundred of them survived. At
the end of the year 1943, only 602 Jews still lived in Frankfurt, mostly in mixed
marriages with non-Jewish partners. The majority of them, however, were also
deported before the end of the war. When American troops arrived at the end of
March 1945, a correspondent from the Jewish Telegraphic Agency (JTA) counted
106 Jews, most of them women, who lived in the ruins of the widely destroyed
city.? Three weeks later, the newspaper Aufbau wrote that “less than one hundred”
Jews remained in Frankfurt, though it also printed an index of one hundred and
sixty “Jews in Frankfurt/M” in the same issue.*

When the Jewish community was re-created, its founding fathers were Jews
of German origin who had survived because they lived in mixed marriages
and could somehow evade the last deportations in early 1945. Some had lived
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in hiding for a while, including Max L. Cahn. Some survived in concentration
camps and came back to Frankfurt after the liberation. About 350 Jews from
Frankfurt survived in the concentration camp of Theresienstadt, and 336 of them
returned to their hometown in June and July 1945 Among them was Max Meyer,
a merchandiser and former factory owner in Frankfurt. He was elected as the
first chairman of the Jewish community. Returning from Theresienstadt was also
Leopold Neuhaus, a former rabbi in Frankfurt who had been deported in 1942.

Cahn, Meyer, Neuhaus, and others did not build a new Jewish community;
they wanted to continue the existence of the old one, which had only been dis-
rupted during the Third Reich. Max L. Cahn stated, “The community is not
the successor, it still exists.”® Their hopes to establish new Jewish life and to
renew the local community seemed to come true when several survivors from
Buchenwald, Bergen-Belsen, and other liberated concentration camps returned
to Frankfurt during the year 1945. In the summer of 1946, about 650 Jews were
living in the city, and roughly half of them were actually “old Frankfurters.” But
this percentage was on the decline. By early 1947, only 30 percent of the mem-
bers of the Jewish community originally came from Frankfurt.” The number of
returnees was low, and it made little difference when Mayor Walter Kolb used
his New Year’s speech for 1947 to call for the expelled and deported Jews from
Frankfurt to come back.

“We all know,” Kolb declared, “that Frankfurt became rich and huge not least
because of the work and the achievements of its Jewish fellow citizens. An unut-
terable flow of blessing and beneficence came from them. And I can only simply
utter the hope and the appeal that some of the old Jewish Frankfurters who are
still, in their hearts, citizens of our city to ask themselves seriously whether they
want to return—in spite of all hardships and distrust. We promise wholeheart-
edly to welcome you, and we solemnly assure you to do our best to make you
feel comfortable in your old hometown.”® Kolb’s statement was a very unusual
move given the political climate in Germany at that time. While most Germans
strongly insisted on bringing an end to denazification and saw themselves as
the victims of both Hitler and the Allied occupation, it seemed to be extremely
unpopular to call back the surviving victims to live among former perpetrators.

The vast majority of Jews coming to Frankfurt after the war were not former
Frankfurters anyway. They were not even German Jews, but rather displaced per-
sons (DPs) from Eastern Europe. For those survivors who wanted to immigrate
to America or to Palestine as soon as possible, the U.S. occupation zone on Ger-
man territory appeared as an “extraterritorial America.” Especially Frankfurt,
the leading city in the German state of Hessen and the place where the American
forces set up their headquarters in defeated Germany, appeared to be a safe haven
for Jewish DPs. In Zeilsheim, a suburb of Frankfurt, a camp exclusively for Jew-
ish DPs was established. During the three years of its existence, more than four
thousand Jewish refugees lived in the Zeilsheim camp.
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In the huge camp, a variety of Jewish institutions developed. The DPs had
access not only to a provisional synagogue and a preschool but also to a sec-
ondary school, a vocational school, and a rabbinical school. A “people’s univer-
sity” even offered academic education. Outside the camp, a huge black market
flourished and became a very controversial subject. The black market caused
conflicts between the inhabitants of Zeilsheim, German police, American troops,
and Jewish DPs for several years. The presence of the U.S. Army not only made
the city of Frankfurt into the most “American” place in Germany but also had a
strong influence on Jewish life in the entire area. When the first religious service
was held in the Westend Synagogue in September 1945, the number of American
soldiers attending was three times higher than the number of surviving Jews.

The founders of the postwar Jewish community quickly realized that they
would not be able to reestablish Jewish life without—or even against—the Jew-
ish DPs, who were mainly from Eastern Europe. They insisted on the historical
continuity between the prewar Jewish community and the new Jewish com-
munity in Frankfurt. At the same time, however, Cahn, Neuhaus, and the other
community leaders did not create organizational structures that would prohibit
the DPs from becoming members of the Jewish community. Any open exclusion
of DPs would have surely displeased not only Jews all over the world but also
American officials in Frankfurt, who saw themselves as protectors of the Holo-
caust survivors and refugees.

For the time being, the DPs founded a “committee of liberated Jews in Frank-
furt” in May 1946 and generally did not join the Frankfurt Jewish community.
Therefore, community leaders did not face the dilemma of whether to openly
exclude DPs. When most DPs finally left Germany after the foundation of the
State of Israel and the passage of the Displaced Persons Act in the United States in
June 1948, the so-called committee found its membership dramatically reduced.
In 1949, the Jewish community officially incorporated the DP committee and
its remaining members. With this fusion, the Jewish community became one of
the “typical German—East European communities” that could also be found in
other large cities in the Federal Republic of Germany.” In 1955, the new united
community had 1,378 members, and its leaders assumed that approximately four
hundred Jews lived in Frankfurt without being members of the community.
When new statutes were enacted in 1955, it was stated that every Jew moving to
Frankfurt would be automatically registered as a member of the Jewish com-
munity." Even though former DPs easily outnumbered the members of German
origin, leadership of the Jewish community was still dominated by German Jews.
Among them, the group of “old Frankfurters” was vanishingly small.

In the late 1950s, about twenty-five thousand Jews lived in West Germany—
roughly 5 percent of the Jewish population in Germany before 1933.* One in
six of them lived in Frankfurt. The Jewish community in Frankfurt was not
the largest Jewish community in the Federal Republic, but Frankfurt was often
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considered the most Jewish city in West Germany.”® The notion of a “Jewish
Frankfurt” referred to the city’s prewar history, but it also made sense regard-
ing the postwar period. Beginning with the foundation of the Deutsche Bundes-
bank’s forerunner, the Bank of the German States (Bank deutscher Linder), in
Frankfurt, the city had become the center of the West German financial system.
The traditional fur trade business moved from Leipzig (located in the Soviet
occupation zone) to Frankfurt. Since Frankfurt, thanks to its huge airport and its
central location, was a transportation hub in the western part of Germany, the
city also became the most important place for trade fairs.

The city’s economic growth since the early 1950s provided opportunities,
especially for businesses founded by immigrants. Although Jews certainly could
not continue their prewar economic success story in Frankfurt, the city offered
better prospects than either Berlin or Munich. In the mid-1950s, the U.S. Army
alone spent twenty to twenty-five million marks per month in Frankfurt. Many
Jewish DPs were able to establish commercial firms, especially draper’s shops,
while others became the owners of bars and dance halls near the U.S. military
bases. Word on the street was that the entire area around Frankfurt’s main train
station was in the hands of “the Jews.” The real estate market was another field
of activity for those who were ready to assume a risk. The city council, willing to
rebuild the extensively bombed city as quickly as possible, projected ambitious
urban expansion. Banks allowed easy credit to purchase real property. In this
situation, courageous stakeholders were needed, “people who act fast, having no
connection to the historic environment.”

In 1956, Hendrik van Dam, secretary general of the Central Council of Jews
in Germany, stated, “Germany is no immigration country and no country of
remigration for Jews.”® In fact, the Federal Republic saw a wave of Jewish immi-
gration, especially from Israel, beginning in the mid-1950s. Some came to retire;
many had not been able to establish themselves in Israel and decided to return
to their home country. A West German compensation law from 1956 ensured six
thousand deutsche marks in “immediate aid” to all Jewish victims of the National
Socialist regime. As a result, the number of members of the Jewish community in
Frankfurt nearly doubled between 1956 and 1959 alone. At the same time, 14 per-
cent of the Jewish community’s members left Frankfurt, most of them probably
leaving Germany for Israel or the United States. Overall, Frankfurt saw the high-
est fluctuation of Jewish population in West Germany.”

Notwithstanding the fact that the Jewish community had dramatically
changed after 1945 as a result of economic growth and constant migration, Jewish
community officials still insisted on its connection with the prewar community.
This was the most substantial argument in its dispute with the Jewish Restitu-
tion Successor Organization (JRSO). The JRSO had the task of collecting the
ownerless Jewish property in order to transfer it to the European Jews in exile.
After long negotiations between the JRSO and the city of Frankfurt concerning
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the properties of the prewar Jewish community, city officials agreed to restitute
fourteen properties originally owned by the prewar Jewish community to the
postwar Jewish community. Moreover, the city of Frankfurt handled all claims
of compensation by paying 3.2 million deutsche marks to the Jewish community.
This payment rehabilitated the finances of the community and made it possible
to establish a youth club in 1958 and an elementary school in 1966. Almost two
thirds of the annual budget of the Jewish community was spent for social pur-
poses, mostly for a home for the elderly.

“A new community arose from the ruins,” the local newspaper Frankfurter
Rundschau stated in 1953. “In 1943, this history seemed to be destroyed,” it con-
tinued, but hard work created a Jewish community that could carry on the tradi-
tions of all the old Jewish communities in Frankfurt. In fact, the Frankfurt Jewish
community had been going through a process of economic stabilization in the
early 1950s. In 1951, a Central Welfare Center of the Jews in Germany was estab-
lished, Jewish loan associations helped in setting up businesses, and the restitu-
tion of Jewish property began. In late 1949, 701 out of 752 male members of the
Jewish community had been employed. In 1955, 35 percent of all male commu-
nity members were self-employed, and 20 percent were public servants, employ-
ees, or workers. By contrast, however, the remaining 40 percent were retirees
or unemployed. “Moreover,” stated the Frankfurter Rundschau, “there is mental
stress. Many of these people live in fear.”*

MEMORY

When Georg Salzberger, a former rabbi of the prewar Jewish community of
Frankfurt, gave his aforementioned speech in the Westend Synagogue in May
1957, he did not openly address the fear and horror that most people in the audi-
ence had experienced. The Holocaust was no subject of discussion. Salzberger
also did not discuss the fact that his listeners had stayed in Germany rather than
immigrate to Israel, the homeland for the Jewish people. He could not refer to
the Jewish history of Frankfurt either, since most of the members of the Jew-
ish community came to the city only after 1945. Memories of the Holocaust
were repressed, and memories of the local history were nonexistent for most of
the Jews in the city. This made the notion of religion as a “portable homeland”
for Jews the only point of reference that Georg Salzberger could share with his
audience.

Yet in public speeches about German-Jewish matters, politicians through-
out not only Frankfurt but also the Federal Republic again and again evoked
a German-Jewish past. They appreciated the enormous contribution Jews had
made to Germany overall or to their respective cities or regions. One of the most
common rhetorical tropes was the “loss” Germany had suffered when Jewish
“fellow citizens” (Mitbiirger) were expelled after 1933. The city of Frankfurt did
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in fact try to renew and rebuild Jewish life more than usual. Walter Kolb’s previ-
ously mentioned New Year’s address was only one initiative taken by German
cities’ officials.

After 1945, municipal authorities restored property that used to be in posses-
sion of the Jewish community in an unusually nonbureaucratic manner. From
1946 on, the city of Frankfurt, the state of Hessen, and the University of Frank-
furt took great efforts to reestablish the Institute for Social Research in Frankfurt.
It took some effort to convince Max Horkheimer to return to Germany, but in
1950 the institute was refounded as a sociology school closely linked to the Fac-
ulty of Philosophy at the university." Since the foundational assets had been lost
in exile, the city of Frankfurt and the state of Hessen provided the institute’s
basic funding. Max Horkheimer was appointed not only a full professor but also
the rector of the University of Frankfurt. With Horkheimer, Oscar Ganz, and
Fritz Neumark, the university chose three Jewish rectors between 1951 and 1955.

Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, who followed Horkheimer from
California to Frankfurt, not only dominated the city’s intellectual sphere but also
rose to “intellectual leading figures and icons of the Federal Republic.”*> And
they were not the only Jewish intellectuals in Frankfurt after the war. The literary
critic and author Hans Mayer, for example, was the leader of Radio Frankfurt’s
political department and campaigned for the local Communist Party branch,
which organized lectures and other cultural events in cooperation with the Asso-
ciation of Victims of the Nazi Regime (Vereinigung der Verfolgten des Nazi-
regimes, or VVN). At the same time, the author Stephan Hermlin led the cultural
department of Radio Frankfurt, the forerunner of Hessischer Rundfunk. The
historian Golo Mann came to Frankfurt as an officer of the U.S. Army. In 1956,
the lawyer Fritz Bauer became attorney general of the state of Hessen. Bauer, who
initiated the first Frankfurt Auschwitz Trial (1963-1965) and helped find Adolf
Eichmann in Argentina, was promoted by the prime minister of Hessen, Georg
August Zinn of the Social Democratic Party. Zinn wanted to turn Hessen into
a model social democratic state and a socialist bastion against the conservative
federal government led by Chancellor Konrad Adenauer. Frankfurt became the
center of this network of leftist and critical intellectuals. Nowhere else in the young
federal republic could so many personal and intellectual connections be found
to the lost German-Jewish world of the Weimar Republic.

In this respect, Frankfurt was the place where memories of a Jewish past
in Germany were much more present than anywhere else in West Germany.
Strongly connected to this Jewish tradition were those of Freud and psychoanal-
ysis. Beginning in the early 1960s, the psychoanalyst Alexander Mitscherlich, who
founded the Sigmund Freud Institute, brought (mostly Jewish) psychoanalysts
to Frankfurt who had left Germany after 1933. Not one of them, in fact, remi-
grated to Germany, but many came regularly to train young prospective German
psychoanalysts.” A third connection to the intellectual sphere of the Weimar
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Republic was Marxism. Indeed Marxism, psychoanalysis, and critical thought
were blended together into “critical theory” and could be studied at the Insti-
tute for Social Research. Seminars and lectures held by Adorno, Horkheimer, and
others inspired more than one generation of German students since the early
1950s and had a strong impact on the students’ movement in the 1960s.

Such intellectual ties and memories did re-create a certain sphere of critical
political and intellectual thought in Frankfurt with which many Jewish scholars
could easily associate themselves. This specific intellectual sphere in Frankfurt
during the early decades of the Federal Republic had almost no connection, how-
ever, to the lives of the members of the official Jewish community.

On 19 February 1951, the files of the Jewish community listed a new member:
Max Horkheimer, born 14 February 1895 in Stuttgart, moved from America to
Westendstrafle 69 in Frankfurt, and having the profession “university professor.”
The Jewish community quickly learned that Horkheimer was an influential
person who had and would continue to play “an important role in public life and
in Jewish life”* Whenever possible, Horkheimer appeared in public lectures
and discussions organized by the Jewish community. In January 1955, he took
part in a roundtable discussion with two representatives of the Jewish commu-
nity on the “cultural duties of Jewish communities.” In November 1955 he gave a
lecture on “prejudice,” held in the auditorium of the Philantropin, the oldest and
biggest Jewish school in Germany, which had been closed in 1942. When Hork-
heimer agreed to give a talk—on, for example, “The contributions of Judaism to
the European culture”—the Jewish community asked all Jewish owners of restau-
rants and bars to promote the event and to tell their guests about it.

Horkheimer, however, could only sporadically take part in the life and activities
of the Jewish community. In 1961, he wrote a letter to the community’s director-
ate: “Dear Sirs, please excuse the delay in my answer to your friendly telegram on
my birthday on 14 February. I returned from America only a few days ago, where
I took part in the German-American consultations [Freundschaftsgesprdich]. 1
was wholeheartedly pleased with your compliments. Unfortunately, during the
last couple of years I could not stay in contact with the Jewish community in
the way I would like to because I had to leave Frankfurt very often. Since my last
journey was about Jewish matters, I hope you understand the reason.”* Hork-
heimer’s “Jewish matters”—that is, his close connections to the American Jewish
Committee (AJC) and other international Jewish organizations—again did not
affect the Jewish community in Frankfurt at all.

Not surprisingly, there were discussion contacts between Frankfurt and Jew-
ish organizations abroad. The AJC, for example, preferred to correspond with
government offices in Bonn or with important figures such as Bundestag repre-
sentative Jakob Altmaier, lawyer Robert Kempner, professor and journalist Eugen
Kogon, or Max Horkheimer rather than discuss Jewish matters with the Central
Council of Jews in Germany. Isaac Emil Lichtigfeld, state rabbi of Hessen and a
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rabbi in Frankfurt from 1954 to 1967, was seen as “one of the outstanding rabbini-
cal personalities of Europe,” as the AJC noted. The American Jewish Joint Distri-
bution Committee (JDC), for example, heard about plans to move the Central
Council’s headquarters from Diisseldorf to Cologne “from our loyal friends in
the Hessian Landesverband, Dr. Alschoff and Mr. Willner.”*+

When Jewish institutions in New York wanted to learn more about the anti-
Semitic incidents that happened all over the Federal Republic of Germany in
early 1960, starting with an attack on the synagogue in Cologne on Christmas Eve
1959, they turned to the Institute of Social Research in Frankfurt. Horkheimer’s
institute carried out a quick pilot study on anti-Semitism. Whereas Max Hork-
heimer did not find much time to stay in contact with the Jewish community in
Frankfurt, he was in constant exchange with the AJC, and he wrote letters and
provided estimates of the political situation in West Germany. In the 1960s, he
also organized “study trips” to the United States, which enabled West German
opinion shapers in the fields of media, education, and politics to get to know
not only about America itself but also about democracy and education methods.

In October 1955 the former German emigrant Hans Wallenberg took a trip to
West Germany financed by the Ford Foundation. From Frankfurt he reported
to America that the number of prominent Jewish personalities was not large but
that all of them were highly regarded. Jewish university professors, in particular,
had “a loyal and even enthusiastic following.” The sixty-fifth birthday of actor
Ernst Deutsch had been widely celebrated, and the conductor Georg Solti was
the musical director of the Frankfurt Opera. When Martin Buber received the
city’s Goethe Prize in 1953, bookstores all over Frankfurt displayed his portrait in
their shop windows. Prominent Jews, Wallenberg wrote, “are not only welcomed
into the German community but any indication that they consider themselves
part of that community is received with great satisfaction.”* Then again, every-
day lives of ordinary Jewish inhabitants of Frankfurt mostly had no connection
to these spheres of Jewish intellectualism and local notables.

The vast majority of members of the Jewish community, who had come to
Frankfurt after 1945, could not come to terms with the city’s history—to speak
nothing of Frankfurt’s Jewish tradition. When efforts were made to link Jewish
life in postwar Frankfurt to the city’s Jewish history or to get in contact with
Jewish Frankfurters in exile, it was the city council that provided that impetus,
not the Jewish community. In 1961, a Research Commission for the History of
Frankfurt Jewry was established. This institution’s origins went back to a sugges-
tion from the circle around Georg Salzberger in London. In the early 1960s, when
city officials tried to find out more about the Jews expelled from Frankfurt after
1933, the Jewish community could not provide any information. To track down
former Frankfurters, ads were placed in American and Israeli newspapers. Start-
ing in the early 1980s, the city of Frankfurt invited its former Jewish citizens to
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visit their hometown and financed their trips from abroad. Again, this initiative
did not come from the Jewish community.

In Frankfurt, very few people were able and willing to keep alive local Jewish
memory. More than anyone, it was Paul Arnsberg, who personified the Jew-
ish history of prewar Frankfurt. This journalist and publisher returned from
exile in Palestine and Israel in 1958. He quickly became an important writer for
national newspapers such as the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, and at the same
time, he became a member of the Jewish community’s managing committee.
Arnsberg, who started to write several books on Frankfurt’s Jewish history up
to 1933, stood alone in his orientation toward local Jewish tradition, which he
always combined with the hope for a self-confident Jewry in postwar Germany.

Officially, the Jewish community did not find its point of reference in the
history of prewar Jewish life. Instead, its point of reference was Israel, the new
homeland for Jews from all over the world. It was a paradox to see Jews liv-
ing in Frankfurt who, apparently and for very different reasons, did not comply
with the clear expectations of international Jewish institutions to leave Germany.
On the contrary—West Germany saw increasing immigration from Israel in the
second half of the 1950s. Between April 1955 and December 1958 alone, around
840 Jews from Israel came to Frankfurt, and very few of them had lived there ever
before. At the same time, about 15 percent of the community members left the
city. Therefore the Jewish population in Frankfurt was subject to a strong fluc-
tuation of immigration and emigration, and since the late 1950s, a relatively large
group of Jews with Israeli backgrounds formed a third relevant group alongside
German Jews and former Eastern European Jewish DPs. The Jewish community
in Frankfurt became an international community. In the late 1950s, it had about
2,400 members, and the number continued to grow to about 5,000 in later years.
This growth of the Jewish population required the expansion of the city’s Jew-
ish infrastructure—that is, the establishment of as a youth club, an elementary
school, and a new home for the elderly as noted above.

Israel, however, did remain the focus of many if not all cultural and educa-
tional programs set up by the Jewish community. Israel as a shared orientation,
as a source of identity, or as an “Identititsersatz,” as Dan Diner puts it, was to
bridge all gaps within the Frankfurt community itself. The ties to Israel were also
very close insofar as Jews in West Germany gave more money per head in finan-
cial assistance to Israel than any other Diaspora community, as Anthony Kaud-
ers has shown. In Frankfurt, this led to bizarre practices in collecting funds that
reached the point where the community passed a resolution in 1969 that asked
those members who donated to the solidarity fund 1. “not to accept any invita-
tion to social events (organized) by persons who did not participate in the Soli-
darity Action of 1968, 2. not to request these people’s company, 3. not to attend
gatherings to which these persons have been invited.”>
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Other than Israel, Jewish religion also could have been a source of collective
identity, but this turned out to be challenging. The first rabbi in Frankfurt after
the war was Leopold Neuhaus. Since he had been the last rabbi before the war,
Neuhaus stood for the continuity of Jewish life in Frankfurt as no one else.
But already he resigned in 1946 and immigrated to America. “There is not much
left of the old Frankfurt,” he said. “Many unknown people live here, who do not
know Frankfurt, and Frankfurt does not know them.”* It took the Jewish com-
munity two years to find a rabbi who was willing to come to Germany. In 1948,
Wilhelm Weinberg, originally from Galicia, was appointed as Neuhaus’s succes-
sor. Only three years later Weinberg, deeply frustrated at seeing former Nazis
returning to key positions, left Germany with “bitterness.”*® His successor, Zwi
Harry Levy, also stayed merely two years in Frankfurt.

Under these circumstances, rebuilding Jewish religious life was extremely diffi-
cult. Only in 1954, when Isaac Emil Lichtigfeld took the position as rabbi in Frank-
furt, did the Jewish community see a stabilization of its religious life.® Lichtigfeld,
born in Galicia but raised in Germany, was a stroke of luck and a figure of integra-
tion because he could talk to the “German” members of the Jewish community
as well as to the former DPs from Eastern Europe. To enhance religious practice,
Lichtigfeld broke with tradition in 1956 and no longer followed the historic reli-
gious rite specific to Frankfurt, the Frankfurt minhag. Instead, he arranged the
service closer to traditions from Eastern Europe. Lichtigfeld was heavily criticized
for this move, but he maintained the chosen course to reach out demonstratively
to the former Eastern European Jewish DPs. This did not increase the Jewish com-
munity members’ interest in religious life, though. Lichtigfeld constantly quar-
reled with the Eastern European Jews over their comportment in the synagogue,
and the number of worshippers remained deplorable. In the early 1960s, less
than 5 percent of the members of the Jewish community took part in the services
on Shabbat. (This, however, was typical for Jewish communities in the Federal
Republic of Germany at that time.)

It was equally hard to strengthen religious education. The religious school
had to deal with many children from unreligious homes. The percentage of Jew-
ish children who took part in religious instruction even sank from two thirds in
1957 to 45 percent in the early 1960s.> When Rabbi Lichtigfeld gave speeches on
Judaism and Jewish religion in national broadcasts on the radio station Deutsch-
landfunk, he received many responses—and always positive reactions—but curi-
ously “only from non-Jewish listeners.”*

When the journalist William Frankel visited the Federal Republic as a rep-
resentative of the AJC in 1960, he painted a pessimistic picture of Jewish life
in postwar Germany. The communities were aging, and synagogues resembled
museums more than houses of worship: “Official Germany takes great pains
to behave decently to Jews . . . and Jewish leadership has extraordinarily free
access to all leading German personalities.” Germans were extremely interested
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in Judaism, Frankel wrote. Rabbis were overwhelmed with requests, and school
classes regularly visited synagogues. The West German really wanted “to know
something more about the people Hitler tried to exterminate.” But Jewish life
itself, Frankel noted, was “not very Jewish in a religious sense . . . but a communal
social, huddling together.”»

In the following year, the New York Post presented a similar picture of Jewish life
in West Germany in a series of articles: no Jew considered Germany to be his or her
homeland, and everybody shared photos of a daughter in San Francisco or a son
in Canada. “Even Jewish officials of the organized community have caught them-
selves referring to your Finance Minister, and your parliament in public speeches,”
the newspaper reported.”® Many Jews saw the presence of the U.S. Army as their
only protection. An engineer from Frankfurt had told the New York Post that he
would leave the country as soon as the American troops left Germany.

In 1959, the Jewish community in Frankfurt launched a survey among its
older members to find out more about their life situations, worries, and needs.
The results were written down in a “Report on the Examination of the Situation
and the Needs of People over 60 Years Old in the Jewish Community Frankfurt.”
Contrary to expectation, the study revealed a profound opposition between the
Jews born in Germany and those from Eastern Europe: “The vast majority of the
respondents born in Germany again and again expressed their disapproval of
the Jews from eastern Europe.”* The “Ostjuden” were criticized because of their
public behavior and because of their religious practices. Many German Jews
explained their decision not to take part in Jewish communal life by saying that
they did not want to come into contact with the former DPs. The alienation from
the Jewish community and its institutions, both on the side of the German Jews
and on the side of the DPs, was related to an international orientation. While the
Jewish community was seen primarily as an institution of social welfare, social
contact for many of its older members was limited to airmail letters.

NEw BEGINNINGS

In view of the complicated situation of the generation of Holocaust survivors in
postwar Germany, it is not surprising that high hopes were set on their children.
It was the so-called second generation that should build new Jewish life, but it
remained unclear where this should happen. Paradoxically, the Jewish commu-
nity in Frankfurt constantly tried to strengthen the capacities of its social and
educational institutions—and at the same time, younger Jews were confronted
with the obligation to leave Frankfurt and Germany and go to Israel. The younger
generation was expected to do what its parents had failed to do for very different
reasons.

The youth work organized by the Jewish community, however, remained
stereotypical. While the Federal Republic remained strange for many younger
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Jews, Israel as an offer of Jewish identity remained formulaic. For instance,
Micha Brumlik, born in 1947 and raised in Germany since 1952, felt irritated and
confused by the “national romantic rituals” he experienced in the Zionist youth
group he attended in Frankfurt: “Could a schoolboy easily raise a flag after hav-
ing read Orwell’s 1984” and Heinrich B6ll’s novel ‘Stranger, Bear Word to the
Spartans We . . ’2”% Brumlik and his peers became acculturated members of
an increasingly liberal West German society, while at the same time they were
confronted with the expectation to leave that country. In Frankfurt, the most
American and international city in West Germany, this conflict was especially
apparent. Young Jews grew up with the Amerika Haus, its library, and its cultural
programs. They grew up with a club scene established around the U.S. Army bar-
racks. They listened to the American Forces Network radio station and to records
imported from America.

Dan Diner, born in 1946, has argued that the specific social and cultural envi-
ronment in Frankfurt produced “a very special genre of Jewish adolescents.”
These young Jews distinguished themselves through “a high intellectual level,
great public involvement, [and] subsequent careers that accompany that.”* One
of these young Jews growing up in postwar Frankfurt was Marek Lieberberg,
born in the Jewish DP camp in Frankfurt Zeilsheim in 1946. Lieberberg later
set up the concert agency Mama Concerts and brought international bands and
rock stars to German stages beginning in the early 1970s. His parents came from
Poland, and neither one could ever really gain a foothold in Frankfurt. His father
obtained a license from the U.S. occupation authorities to produce chocolate,
and later he ran a coffee-roasting house. Marek’s mother gambled most of the
family’s money away. “My parents were broken,” Lieberberg says. They did not
openly live as Jews, but they sent their son to a boarding school in England,
where he should learn about Jewish history.”

Micha Brumlik has similar memories about his parents: “They never were
deported to concentration camps or to death camps, but National Socialism has
done serious damage to their lives.”*® The Brumliks had left Germany in 1933,
and they could not feel at home anywhere after 1945. Brumlik reflected that “the
loss could not be replaced elsewhere. Returning to the country that had taken
everything from them could not bring back the loss either. Their wish to see me
finding a home in a faraway, ideal country remained unfulfilled. It took several
attempts for me to finally find a place that I could come to terms with.” His own
life, Brumlik wrote, was “the story of multiple losses and of multiple approaches
to regain what was lost.”¥

Sammy Speier was born in Palestine in 1944. He came to Frankfurt with his
parents in the 1950s. “The memory of leaving Israel is connected to strong senses
of guilt,” Speier remembers. “My parents left in a cloak-and-dagger-operation.
Not even my best friend was supposed to know about it. It was a betrayal
of the Jewish, Israeli nation and state.”* When Sammy visited the youth club
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of the Jewish community in Frankfurt, he found “Israelis, a familiar language
and familiarity, but also many unknown, strange things.” He saw himself as a
Zionist, and he continued to speak Hebrew to his brothers to avoid losing his
language skills. At the same time, he visited the parental homes of his non-Jewish
schoolmates—even after hearing that one father had been a member of the SS.
Sammy Speier felt as if he were living in “two worlds”+

Speier spent years living in Israel, but he returned to Frankfurt in order not to
be drafted into the Israeli army. In 1967, Micha Brumlik also immigrated to Israel
and started studying at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. He quickly realized
that this experience would not familiarize him with the State of Israel, but rather
with American counterculture and an academic anti-Zionism.* In 1969 Brum-
lik returned to Frankfurt. Cilly Kugelmann, born in Frankfurt in 1947, also left
Germany and enrolled at the Hebrew University in 1966. She arrived in a country
that had not much in common with the idealized portrait of Israel that was pro-
vided in Frankfurt. It was an “authoritarian society, very hard, very uncharming,
and not playful.”# In 1971 Cilly Kugelmann returned to Frankfurt.

Many of the younger Jews—whether or not they had spent some time in
Israel—found themselves on the left side of the political spectrum in the 1960s
and 1970s. Marek Lieberberg studied sociology for one year at the University of
Frankfurt and came into close contact with the local leftist scene. Micha Brum-
lik also joined the student revolution movement and tried to leave everything
behind—the world of his parents’ experiences, Judaism, Zionism, and “the oath I
had sworn at the campfires of our summer camps.”* Dan Diner remembers Club
Voltaire as the place where the second generation of Jews in Frankfurt could get
closer to the non-Jewish majority society. The bar and event location, founded
in 1962 in the city center, became the meeting point for Frankfurt’s leftist scene.
For young Jews, Club Voltaire was a “place of conversion,” as Diner puts it. After
attending synagogue, parents met together in the Opera Café while their children
went to Club Voltaire. By doing so they went from a private sphere into a public
sphere, from the Jewish world into the non-Jewish world. The young Jews would
change their language and their habitus. They performed a “cultural accultura-
tion.” Their Jewish heritage became insignificant. Club Voltaire, Diner remem-
bers, was no place of the German society of perpetrators but rather a place of the
political left. Both the Jewish and the non-Jewish sixty-eighters could distance
themselves from their parents and from their parents’ history. As Diner wrote,
“Both, Jews and Germans, left the past behind, as leftists.”#

Young Jewish leftists also caused some unrest in the Jewish community itself.
Earlier than elsewhere in West German Jewish communities, there was a genera-
tional conflict between the Frankfurt community officials and some rebellious
youth representatives. In the mid-1960s, some exponents of the second genera-
tion fought for more liberal and less restrictive authorization procedures con-
cerning the articles published in the local Jewish youth newspaper Regew. In 1971,
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some members of the second generation stood for election to the board of the
Jewish community. To their own surprise, five of them were elected as board
members. Even if their political commitment did not last long, the young func-
tionaries tried to burst old structures and organized public round table talks on
controversial topics such as Jewish youth, drugs, and sexuality.

The core group of young Jews from Frankfurt continued to be active in the
political left in the 1970s. Some of them were part of the Socialist Bureau (Sozial-
istisches Biiro) in Offenbach, near Frankfurt, and participated in the newspaper
links (Left). In 1980, a group called Jiidische Gruppe formed in Frankfurt and
served as a discussion group for members of the second generation who were
wrestling with key questions: “The relationship between German and Jewish left-
ists, our relation to our parents and to their decision to raise us in Germany, their
ability or inability to share their experiences of persecution. Not least we discussed
again and again about the state of Israel and its policy towards the Palestinians to
which we stood in strict opposition.”* The feeling of homelessness, however, did
not go away. The “cultural acculturation” within the milieu of the political left,
which Dan Diner had hoped for, was made difficult by the West German student
movement’s radical turn and its attitude toward Israel after 1967. After the Six-
Day War, leftist German students would no longer support Israel in solidarity, but
rather the “liberation struggle” of the Palestinians. During the 1970s, anti-Semitic
undertones were unmistakable in the heated debate about the demolition and
new construction of the Westend neighborhood in Frankfurt when Jewish build-
ing contractors and investors were denunciated as speculators.

The 1980s finally saw a new dimension of the heated debates on German-
Jewish topics. In 1985, leading figures in Frankfurt’s Jewish community stopped
the premiere of Rainer Werner Fassbinder’s highly controversial play Garbage,
the City, and Death—which dealt with the story of the Frankfurt Héiuserkampf, a
battle against redevelopment and gentrification of the Westend in the 1970s—by
literally occupying the stage of the theater. Shortly thereafter, young Jews and
non-Jews occupied a building site in Frankfurt’s city center where ruins of the
medieval Judengasse had been discovered during construction works. The ques-
tion was: Should these ruins be saved, or should they again be buried under a
new office building?

Both debates took place in the context of Chancellor Helmut Kohl’s new
politics of memory (Geschichtspolitik) and after the miniseries Holocaust had
been shown on German television in 1979. Both debates, however, dealt above
all with the position of Jews in West German society. Jews now took center stage
in public debates. It is no coincidence that this “coming out” of Jews in postwar
Germany took place in Frankfurt. Many of those younger Jews from Frankfurt
who had started to question the world around them in the 1960s established
themselves in the West German elite during the 1980s: as university professors
like Micha Brumlik and Dan Diner or as museum organizers and designers like
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Cilly Kugelmann. These critical intellectuals did not feel bound anymore to the
demand of inconspicuousness that had shaped Jewish life in postwar Germany
for decades.

In this respect, the history of Jews in Frankfurt am Main was in many ways
a typical example of the rebuilding of Jewish life in postwar West Germany. At
the same time, it was a special case insofar as conditions in Frankfurt were more
favorable than elsewhere in the Federal Republic of Germany for laying the foun-
dations of a more controversial—but also more lively and visible—Jewish life
starting in the 1960s.
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CHAPTER 6

<

HELMUT ESCHWEGE
AND JEWISH LIFE IN THE
GERMAN DEMOCRATIC
REPUBLIC

Alexander Walther

On 30 October 1948, Helmut Eschwege sent a letter to the writer Arnold Zweig,
who was preparing to return to Germany, painting a grim picture of postwar
society: “The German people in its entirety is still strongly influenced by fascist
ideology. . . . Maybe because it was not even roughly called to account for the
damages it caused. Restitution has become a farce as well. The Germans still
consider themselves innocent, be it of the atrocities, their benefit, or the war
as such. . . . The shadow of fascism keeps blighting today’s life. The best friend
may suddenly turn out to be a Nazi in disguise, leading to distrust of everything
and everyone.” Eschwege’s portrayal was not meant to discourage Zweig but was
rather an expression of his skepticism toward German society, a skepticism that
was shared by many returned Jewish émigrés and survivors.

When the war ended in Germany in May 1945, only a few imagined that Jew-
ish life could ever be possible in the country again. Since the Soviet military
administration did not allow camps for displaced persons (DPs) in their area,
the bulk of Jewish former concentration camp inmates and forced laborers were
moved to the zones of the Western Allies, mostly to the American zone. Despite
this great shift, Jewish life was forming right from the beginning in various cities
and places throughout the country.

Jewish life in the German Democratic Republic (GDR) has been analyzed ever
since the state collapsed, and to some degree also before that. The first authors
to do so described the Jewish communities mostly from the perspective of the
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state. While the regime was always suspicious of the communities throughout
the GDR, it chose to make use of them whenever it seemed beneficial. Yet these
works commonly neglected an inside perspective of the communities them-
selves, presenting them as mainly willful subjects of the Socialist Unity Party
of Germany (SED).> Helmut Eschwege has been described in a similar manner,
as both a victim of censorship and a collaborator with the GDR’s Ministry of
State Security (Stasi).’ In this, he served as a prime example of the discussion
surrounding Jews in the GDR, with his autobiography being a frequently, and
often uncritically, cited reference.* His own intentions remained mostly obscure,
however, and his views on Jewish life unnoticed. Yet many key aspects of what
it meant to be Jewish in postwar Eastern Germany can be discussed based on
Eschwege’s activities. This chapter will ask how Helmut Eschwege shaped Jewish
life after the Shoah in Germany and how he himself lived as a member of the
Jewish communities in the GDR.

REESTABLISHING JEWISH LIFE

After the war, it seemed only natural to many Jewish survivors to join forces and
reorganize community structures. While the provision of religious services was
one of the concerns, the more pressing one dealt with the supply of food and
shelter. The new communities consisted mostly of two rather different groups:
DPs and those who had remained in Germany during the war. Members of the
latter had been able to survive in Germany either in hiding or due to their non-
Jewish spouses. Though they had not belonged to the most respected members
of the community before the war, they now felt the urge to reestablish Jewish
institutions in their cities. Since most of the former members either had gone
into exile or had been deported during the war, the number of those remaining
was scarce. Yet the communities soon grew at least slightly, as some DPs had man-
aged to attain permission to stay, commonly through marriage with a German.’

The reaction toward these establishments from Jewish institutions and indi-
viduals outside Germany was mostly dismissive. The editor of the Israeli paper
Hda’aretz, Gershom Schocken, born in the East German city of Zwickau, deemed
the (re)settlement of Jews in Germany an “undignified behavior,” heavily criticiz-
ing the choice to live “amongst the murderers of their brothers.”® In fact, a ban
seemed to have been imposed on Germany as a whole by most Jews outside of it.
The decision not to return to the “bloodstained soil of Germany” and to boycott
everything German was adamant and was officially enunciated in the resolution
of the World Jewish Congress during its meeting in summer 1948.7

Yet there were Jews migrating to Germany, and quite a number of them.
The Soviet Occupation Zone (SBZ) in particular was the aim of predominantly
Communist returnees who had fled National Socialism. At least several hundred
of them were of Jewish origin.® However, most were not religious and did not
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regard themselves as Jews. Being born in the 1910s and 1920s, they came mostly
from bourgeois homes but had joined the Communist Party or similarly affili-
ated youth groups at an early stage. They opted for a different life than their fam-
ilies lived, often by denouncing their Jewish origins partially or totally. This “red
assimilation” seemed to satisty a need for “safety and clarity,” as Karin Hartewig
has described.” The returned émigrés soon participated prominently in the
building of a new, Communist Germany, firmly believing in the existence—or at
least possibility—of a “German-Jewish symbiosis,” a vision for which most Jews
outside of Germany had lost all hope.

Surprisingly, this vision was mostly shared by those from religious Jewish
families, quite often born in Eastern Europe, who had to negotiate between their
belief, recent experiences, and their decision to stay in post-Nazi Germany. Only
the possibility of an improvement in German-Jewish relations seemed to justify
such a decision. Still, the persecution that they had endured shaped their under-
standing of a future Jewish life in Germany. The Jewish community of Berlin
stated in a letter to the municipal authorities that “the term ‘Jew’ is again to be
understood in a religious sense only,” defining Jews specifically as members of a
Jewish congregation.” Being Jewish was exclusively seen as a matter of faith rather
than as a matter of origin or ethnicity. This is an obvious reaction to National
Socialism and its racist anti-Semitism that had affected even the nonreligious,
converted, and assimilated. Still, being Jewish also implied being German at the
same time, a right that Jews had been denied only a short time ago.

The need to restore dignity and overcome anti-Semitic stereotypes ingrained
in the German population was vital to the founders of the reestablished com-
munities. Yet the new authorities were suspicious and not at all eager to accept
these new communities as the legal successor of the old communities especially
in terms of reparations. When the community in Chemnitz attempted to retrieve
its former possessions, the authorities denied it at first due to its new name, “Jew-
ish Community,” rather than the old “Israelite Religious Community.” The com-
munity argued that “especially since the term Jew was a curse word and meant
discrimination during the Hitler regime, did we, as conscious Jews, choose the
name Jewish community.”

Helmut Eschwege considered himself to be a “conscious Jew.” Yet his role
within the communities in the GDR deviated from the way the regime wanted
members of the Jewish population to behave. Born in a Jewish family in Han-
nover in 1913, Eschwege enjoyed both a religious Jewish upbringing and a leftist
socialization. The family moved to Hamburg to ensure a religious education.
Later, Eschwege became a member of the Socialist Workers Youth and the Social
Democratic Party. He rebelled against the orthodox lifestyle of his parents but
became a devoted Zionist. In 1934, he emigrated to Denmark with the help of
the local Hashomer Hatzair group. Due to his political activities in Denmark,
Eschwege was forced to leave the country and sought help from a pro-Soviet
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group, which suggested moving to the Jewish autonomous region Birobidzhan
in the far east of the Soviet Union.” He ended up living in an Estonian kib-
butz for two years before attaining a visa for Palestine. There, he joined the local
Communist Party, which soon proved to be inimical, as he was forced to switch
jobs frequently. In 1942, he was engaged as a civil worker in the British Army. In
his time in Palestine, Eschwege enjoyed the friendship of other German émi-
grés and was already establishing contacts that would prove useful to him in
the future.** Despite his Zionist belief, Eschwege decided to return to Germany,
as did many other Communists in Palestine. In 1946, he was able to gain a visa
to go to Czechoslovakia. From there he made his way to Dresden, arriving in
September. Like many other Jewish returned émigrés, Eschwege was lured by the
promises uttered by the Communist Party, and later the SED, to build a better,
antifascist Germany in which anti-Semitism would have no place.”

The majority of Jewish Communists in the GDR did not join a Jewish com-
munity after their return. Yet there were some who firmly believed that being
Communist and Jewish at the same time were not mutually exclusive. Due to
his experiences, Eschwege “felt” Jewish as he told it later.”® Accordingly, filling in
a form, he selected “Jewish” as his nationality, which put him in conflict with the
authorities.” In 1951, the SED surveyed its members and refused Eschwege’s form
due to his answers. The party ordered him to change it, pressuring him in talks,
and he yielded only grudgingly. In a letter to the party’s regional commission,
Eschwege complained about this, stating that a number of party members were
“afraid of detriments that may be caused by their profession of the Jewish people
with which they had suffered only yesterday. I am proud of my nationality, and
of my people, and consider it shameful . . . to have succumbed to the commis-
sion’s decision.”®

Despite his feelings and beliefs, Eschwege was not a devoted member of the
Jewish community, at least in the early years. He had waited for some months
before applying for a membership and was refused by the community initially.
Eschwege complained to the American Joint Distribution Committee (“Joint”)
about this in March 1948, stating that he had been refused “since I am a free-
thinker, and they only accept religious people.”® The community replied that
Eschwege was only allowed in if he professed the “mosaic religion,” underlining
the religious nature of their community.” The clash between the two views is
obvious. While the community was eager to think of itself solely as a congre-
gation and (mostly) disregarded the notion of a Jewish people, Eschwege saw
himself as a Jew by birth and upbringing rather than by religion. Though he
eventually joined the community only a few weeks later, this dissension shaped
his relationship to the community for years.*

In 1947, Eschwege was assigned to re-collect large quantities of books that
the Nazis had banned and that had often been confiscated from Jewish house-
holds and then sold to collectors or libraries in Prague or elsewhere. Shuffling
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through libraries and piles of books and regaining lost literary treasures became
Eschwege’s work and dedication for the rest of his life. Retrieving these stocks
and collections appeared vital to him, and handing them back to their previous
owners or legal successors seemed only natural.

Restitution of previously deprived property—or “Aryanization”—soon
became a hotly debated issue. Since the SED’s leaders regarded themselves as vic-
tims as well—quite fittingly so—rather than the successors of the perpetrators,
they did not accept responsibility regarding recompense. The GDR struggled
with the harsh reparations imposed by the Soviet Union, which were usually
called Wiedergutmachung (rectification) and were presented as the only suit-
able form of recompense in order that private claims would seem unwarranted.
Furthermore, National Socialism was perceived as the rule of monopoly capital-
ists with the Nazis as their henchmen. Thus incorporating large amounts of the
Third Reich’s capital in order to erect a Communist state seemed morally justi-
fied to SED leadership. While the Jewish communities were mostly compensated
and received at least parts of their previous estates, private claims were denied on
a large scale. By retaining these assets, however, the SED perpetuated the Nazis’
seizure and discrimination.*

This caused distress and protests by mostly Jewish politicians and citizens, with
Paul Merker (though being gentile) and Leo Zuckermann as the most prominent
voices.” Eschwege contributed to this issue as well. In late 1946, Paul Merker,
at the time a member of the Politbiiro (the inner circle of the party) wrote to
Eschwege asking for his thoughts on Communist policy toward Jews. Eschwege
listed several points in his reply. First, the German people should acknowledge its
active or passive participation in National Socialism and its guilt toward the Jews.
Second, he advocated restitution not as a substitute for destroyed Jewish life but
as an “act of justice.” Third, Eschwege denounced anti-Semitism as unworthy for
a “cultured people,” endorsing a legal prohibition on it.*

Eschwege presented his views as the most basic foundation for the possibility
of Jewish life in Germany after the Shoah. Only if the Germans were held to these
standards, he claimed, could the Jews trust them again. Eschwege’s letter sum-
marized the thoughts of many Jews who had returned to Germany. Moreover,
he implicitly denounced assimilation, urging that the German Jews should be
entitled to “rights of a national minority” Although Stalin denounced that right
in 1913, as he stated in a footnote, the “development since 1933” would require a
reconsideration of the problem. Though it is unclear if Merker received a copy of
the letter including this sentence, Eschwege kept arguing in this manner from a
Marxist-Leninist point of view, renouncing Stalin’s view on the “National Ques-
tion” and instead referring to the situation of Soviet Jews in his frequent dis-
agreements with the party.»

The terms of restitution, and the failure to compensate especially former Jew-
ish persecutees, kept upsetting Eschwege. Questions of restitution were absent
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from the law regulating the status of the Persecutees of the Nazi Regime (Verfol-
gte des Naziregimes) in 1949. Instead, the SED chose a form of privileged social
welfare, paying higher pensions, and granting certain benefits to the victims.
Right from the beginning the Communist leadership had opted for a division of
this group, distinguishing between “fighters” and “victims.” Jewish victims were
commonly sorted into the latter category. Jews could be considered “fighters” as
well but were then primarily regarded as political victims rather than “racial”
ones. After the law was enacted in 1950, the SED initiated a process of vetting
Nazi victims living in the GDR. Social welfare was granted due to the alleged
political reliability of the individual.>®

These commissions included members of the Jewish communities as they
were interested in exposing recipients with dubious or made-up background
stories as well. Due to the harsh supply situation after the war, the communities
meticulously examined the applications of potential new members. Since they
were receiving some additional support from the Joint, being a member of a
Jewish community implied extra provisions. Acts of fraud were bound to appear.
This delimiting strategy was kept up in the following years, enhanced by the
self-definition of being a strictly religious community. Eschwege represented
the community’s interests in the local commission in Dresden.”

In sorting out seemingly unsuitable candidates, he participated in the par-
ty’s strive to enforce their definition. While the commission sorted out former
Nazis who had given false information, they also discarded some who had been
interned as so-called Berufsverbrecher (habitual offenders). These previous con-
victs were sent to concentration camps as an alleged matter of “precaution”
to prohibit them from committing any further crimes. Since the definition of
this term was deliberately held vague, the crimes committed by the internees
beforehand could include also minor ones.? Still, the SED, supported by the
Communist-dominated Union of Persecutees of the Nazi Regime (Vereinigung
der Verfolgten des Naziregimes), was eager to neglect the suffering of various
groups in order to establish a caste of ostensible superior victims, mostly formed
by previous political inmates.”

Eschwege, however, never forgot the focus of his work, and kept arguing for
a revision of the restitution guidelines, thereby also trying to achieve a proper
acknowledgment of Jewish persecution under National Socialism. The Dresden
community sent him their thoughts on a possible revision in 1951 and asked
Eschwege to ensure that their views were considered in the guidelines review by
the local and central commission.*

His work in the community did not last long, though. In November 1952,
the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia tried its own general secretary, Rudolf
Slansky, for allegedly participating in a “Trotskyite-Titoite-Zionist conspiracy.”
Eleven of the fourteen accused were Jewish, most of them hanged shortly after-
ward. The trial spurred a series of arrests, show trials or silent imprisonment and
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exclusion from the party throughout Eastern Europe, with especially harsh situ-
ations in the GDR. Leading Jewish politicians and prominent representatives of
the Jewish communities hastily fled the country while some were interrogated by
the Stasi and ended up in jail subsequently. Paul Merker, being the most promi-
nent case, was tried and only vindicated in 1957.%

At the time, Eschwege was working at the Museum for German History in
East Berlin. He was eagerly collecting artifacts of German-Jewish history, spark-
ing conflicts with the director. In order to prevent a dismissal issued by the
museum, Eschwege handed in his notice on 5 March 1953, the day Stalin died.*
Simultaneously, the SED had initiated an investigation with the aim of excluding
him from the party due to his “Zionist” belief.”» Beforehand, Eschwege left the
Jewish community in Dresden.’

Though never cutting all ties, he only applied for a new membership in the
community in November 1957. In his application, he stated that his exit four
years earlier “happened due to the press releases and comments about the Sldn-
sky trial. . . . In these reports, the Jewish communities . . . were libelled in stron-
gest terms. I fell victim to these calumnies.” He ended the letter “with Jewish
greetings!”® By leaving the community, it seems, Eschwege tried to forestall a
trial, and not just a suspension from the SED as he claimed later.® Also, he had
reasons to worry, as his profile and history matched the criteria of others tried at
the same time. An informant of the Stasi within the community had blackened
his name, stating that Paul Merker had instructed him to convince Jewish SED
members to join their respective communities.” Eschwege’s withdrawal must,
thus, be seen as a sheer act of self-defense and precaution.

The Stasi initiated their surveillance of Eschwege in March 1953, keeping a
close eye on him for almost three years. Then they successfully blackmailed
Eschwege into becoming an informant. His first period as an informant lasted
for about two years during which he provided several reports.®® The Stasi was
eager to receive information from him due to his contacts to Jewish institutions
abroad, and to some of the former leading members of the communities who
had fled the GDR in 1953 such as Leon Lowenkopf, the former head of the Dres-
den community.®

In 1956, Eschwege was sent to Western Germany to meet Léwenkopf in order
to convince him to return. His results were meager, though. His report from
the talk with him was merely an account of Lowenkopf’s deep dismay, disap-
pointment, and desire for Dresden, hardly usable for the Stasi. While Eschwege
depicted himself trying to talk Lowenkopf into returning, it is highly doubt-
ful whether he really did so given his personal experience only three years ear-
lier.* It seems more plausible that Eschwege simply wanted to meet Lowenkopf
again. Later, Eschwege approached the Stasi offering them a report on Israel in
exchange for a trip there. They gladly accepted, and Eschwege was able to meet
with his family after years of separation.** Afterward, the Stasi, despite being
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pleased with his reports, ended its cooperation with him. They accused Eschwege
of lying since the SED, having converted his exclusion to a mere reprimand in
1953, had prohibited him from this trip. In suggesting the reports to the Stasi
in exchange for the permission to travel, Eschwege found a way to circumvent the
party’s refusal. On return, the SED was furious with him, finally excluding him in
January 1958. Eschwege’s attempts to revoke this decision in the following years
proved unsuccessful.+

THE STATE ASSOCIATION AND JEWISH LIFE IN THE GDR

Eschwege’s dual membership in the SED and a Jewish community was not a rare
combination in the early years of the GDR. Most chairmen of the communities
were party members, such as Julius Meyer (Berlin) or Leon Léwenkopf (Dres-
den). Still, the community, as a religious association, treaded with caution and
attempted to remain separate from the state. After the exodus of virtually all
leading Jewish figures from the GDR in 1953, the situation changed drastically.
Now dual memberships were hardly considered problematic.

The State Association of Jewish Communities in the GDR (Verband der
Jidischen Gemeinden in der DDR), which had tried to remain independent of
the party as much as possible, was now run by people who had not been will-
ing to flee but were still aware of their uncertain situation. After the death of
Hermann Baden in 1962, Helmut Aris became the new president of the associa-
tion, heading also the Dresden community until his death in 1987. During this
time, the Jewish communities and the association moved closer to the party and
the responsible State Secretary for Church Affairs (Staatssekretariat fiir Kirch-
enfragen). The SED tended to abuse the association and the Jews in the GDR
as a bargaining chip in their contention with Western Germany. It perpetually
claimed that anti-Semitism had been wiped out, with the GDR forming a true
home (Heimstatt) for its Jews.® Yet the Jewish communities were not as passive
and submissive as often depicted. Rather, the chairmen had realized that in order
to survive and to secure their position and Jewish life as such they would have to
make compromises with the regime.* Their public support for the state must
be seen in this context, especially following the events of 1953. Still, the frequent
statements favoring and praising the GDR and the SED were a constant source of
offense to some community members, particularly to Helmut Eschwege.

His relationship to the association and other chairmen was reserved, and
Eschwege never held a position within the community or the association after
1953. From his return onward, Eschwege, though not a trained historian, engaged
in collecting archival material, and finally started writing the first monograph
on the Shoah in the GDR. He asked for a letter of support to gain access to the
GDR’s central archive in Potsdam. Yet the community in Berlin denied him such
a letter in 1959, and Eschwege, also due to the general restriction of sources on
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Jewish history, was never granted access to the archive.* His book was never
published in its original form, and various other projects suffered a similar fate.*

His relationship to Aris grew worse throughout the years. In 1964, Eschwe-
ge’s third wife applied for membership in the community. Her application was
denied by both the GDR’s chief rabbi, Martin Riesenburger, and the chairmen
of all communities. She and her husband kept insisting that she, a daughter of a
Jewish mother, was Jewish herself, granting her access to the community. Yet Aris
insisted on her taking lessons with the cantor Werner Sander (Leipzig), which
still infuriated Eschwege years afterward.*

Eschwege decided to act against Aris, pushing for reforms and elections in
the community, and sought the support of others. His first letter to all chairmen
was sent in November 1965. Eschwege suggested a more open policy of accepting
those who had left the communities in 1953, argued for an improvement in child
and youth care, and demanded a more active cultural life, also for nonreligious
(potential) members.*

Eschwege provided an overview of his points of criticism in a report for
the Stasi already in 1957. He disapproved of the community’s self-conception
as solely religious groups. Furthermore, the Jews in the GDR suffered from not
being able to contact Jews from abroad. Also, cultural work was absent within the
communities. Instead, he suggested a newsletter on national and international
Jewish life and culture.®

Over the years, Eschwege repeated his plea for improved education of the
youth. Worried about the bond of his children to the community, he proposed
organizing talks about Jewish history and culture, and would gladly help in this
matter as he wrote to the community in 1968.>° While it is doubtful whether such
talks would in fact have strengthened the adolescents’ Jewish heritage, Eschwege’s
suggestion exemplifies his devotion to Jewish history. Early on the association
established a yearly summer camp for its youth members, enabling them to enjoy
a vacation with proper food supplies—a bitterly needed necessity in the postwar
years—and to foster their ties to the Jewish community. However, attendance at
these trips declined over the years, and Jewish education was scarce, as Eschwege
remarked. The only Jewish thing in these camps, he wrote in 1971, was “hearing
a Kiddush (a blessing recited at Shabbat) and eating a slice of kosher sausage.”
While the communities in Leipzig and Berlin started to offer cultural events to
a slightly broader public in the 1970s, albeit with initially scarce attendance, Aris
prevented such events in Dresden.”

Even the religious services were difficult to uphold due to the small num-
ber of registered members and those attending ceremonies. Already in 1963, the
association ruled that the minyan (quorum of ten male adults necessary for
service) could be lowered to just three if required.® After the death of Martin
Riesenburger in 1965 and the departure of his successor Odoén Singer shortly
afterward, the GDR had no rabbi until 1987. Religious services were organized
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by cantors like Werner Sander (Leipzig) and Oljean Ingster (Berlin-East) or by
the chairmen themselves. Kosher food and matzot had to be imported and were
sometimes only available to the community in Berlin. Most members were not
raised in religious households and only joined the community due to nostalgic
reasons, matters of identity, and the need to feel part of a group. For the most
part, they were comfortable with their situation in the GDR, being East German
citizens while also retaining a fraction of their Jewish identity. This, however,
was also the reason religious life remained marginal.>

Despite being raised in an orthodox household, Eschwege was more inter-
ested in Jewish culture and history than religion. This also spurred conflict with
Helmut Aris. While he kept insisting on the solely religious constitution of the
community, Eschwege dismissed this, criticizing that Aris himself would hardly
live a religious Jewish life. Eschwege meticulously noted Aris’s lapses, such as
driving his car to Shabbat prayers, and reported them to other chairmen. The
“personality cult” of Aris must come to an end, he wrote to Peter Kirchner, head
of the Berlin community, in 1980.% Eschwege did not leave it at that but took
matters in his own hands. Besides pushing for an election of a new president, he
kept asking Peter Kirchner to replace Aris. Also, when Aris died in 1987, Eschwege
tried to prevent Siegmund Rotstein from becoming his successor—to no avail.*

Eschwege did not recoil from cooperating with the Stasi in order to advance
his own interests. For years, a rumor had been spread that the head of the com-
munity in Halle, Karin Mylius, was of non-Jewish origin. In fact, Mylius was the
daughter of a Christian couple, converted only in 1961, successfully conspired
against the chairman of the community, and succeeded him in 1968. The Stasi
was first informed about these allegations in 1961, but ignored documents and
accounts up until 1985. Mylius kept changing her life story and even compelled
her son to stage fake anti-Semitic attacks on the family. Aris dismissed all criti-
cism as calumny so that Mylius could continue as head. Eschwege received infor-
mation about this by an employee of the community’s archive in 1982. Three
years later, the rumors became louder so that the Stasi approached Eschwege
with a request. They wanted him to find proof of Mylius’s non-Jewish origin.
Angered by Aris’s protection and driven by his indignation, Eschwege accepted.
During a trip to Mylius’s birthplace in Miinster in Western Germany, he attained
a copy of her birth certificate. Despite this evidence, Aris tried to protect Mylius
but finally filed an indictment accusing her of fraud.”

Eschwege pressured Aris to dismiss Mylius, threatening publication of the
allegations. He kept pushing Aris so that finally the Stasi felt compelled to inter-
vene, urging Eschwege not to contact them in that matter again.”* Eschwege,
however, could not care less. He had informed the American paper Aufbau about
the allegations months before, which had finally compelled the Stasi to act.®
Mylius died of cancer before she could resign in late 1986. Despite the associa-
tion’s and the regime’s interest in concealing this affair, Eschwege published an



JEWISH LIFE IN THE GERMAN DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC 111

article about the history of the Jews in Halle in 1988 describing Mylius, though
anonymously, as the daughter of a Nazi policeman.* The Stasi was alarmed and
tried to stop the distribution of the journal but only managed to obtain half of
the copies.” Eschwege had successfully asserted his intentions.

Due to his quarrels with the association, Eschwege tried to implement his
views on Jewish culture elsewhere. He found an ally in Arnold Zweig who him-
self was concerned with the place of Jews in post-Shoah Germany. They had
discussed the publication of a journal for the Jews in the GDR, but Zweig rejected
the idea eventually given the small readership.® Moreover, Zweig was rework-
ing his account of the Jewish contributions to the German nation, Bilanz der
deutschen Judenheit. Eschwege suggested a broadening of the focus in order to
include the European countries. He was eager to find representative scientists
from every country and encouraged Zweig to write the chapter on Germany. As
in the letter to Paul Merker, Eschwege again stressed that Jews should be granted
national minority rights. Zweig was hesitant, and Eschwege kept suggesting the
project for well over two years. Zweig never managed to finish the additional
chapters on the Shoah and Eastern Europe, which he wanted to include into the
new edition. Moreover, he denied Eschwege’s request due to his impaired eye-
sight. Both agreed, however, that an account of the state of German Jewry after
the Shoah was necessary, and that the Jewish culture of Eastern Europe had to
put in contrast to that.®

Both Zweig and Eschwege contemplated what it meant to be Jewish after the
Shoabh, yet neither really managed to put it into words. While Zweig was strug-
gling with the idea of a Jewish people and his place in it, Eschwege was firm in
his belief. To him, Jewish existence after the Shoah negated the possibility of a
“German-Jewish symbiosis.” He kept referring to himself as a Jew domiciled in
Germany, rather than a German Jew.

ANTI-SEMITISM AND ANTI-ZIONISM

While Eschwege took a clear stance on Zionism, other community members felt
trapped at times, torn between their allegiance to the party and the GDR, and
their Jewish origin, linking them to Israel. The SED, following the Soviet Union’s
example, initially supported the foundation of the state. Yet from 1949 onward,
the regime established strong ties with Israel’s neighboring Arab countries. Israel
was commonly depicted as an imperialist agent of the United States, and official
rhetoric often linked Israeli policy to National Socialist crimes. The SED forced
the communities to issue negative statements especially in times of war, but the
association never gave in.%

Following the Six-Day War in 1967, though, Alfred Scheidemann (Schwerin)
and Abraham Glanz (Magdeburg) succumbed to the pressure and critiqued the
war. When Heinz Schenk (Berlin) heard about this he was furious, stating that
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Scheidemann had “betrayed all Jews”® The two chairmen were questioned by
the others shortly afterward. The reluctance to join the party in its damnation
of Israel continued during the Yom Kippur war in 1973, although Helmut Aris
issued a statement criticizing the war as such. Yet he underlined the special rela-
tionship of Jews with Israel. During a meeting with a group of party officials
earlier that year, Aris explained, “We are Jews first of all.”*

Eschwege supported this view, retaining a special fondness of the state ever
since his time in exile there. He managed to visit his family four times in Israel
but was denied several requests for additional trips. Eschwege used his time there
for archival research as well and usually handed in an analysis of the state for
the Stasi. In fact, he advanced to become one of the leading sources on Israel for the
secret police, thereby trying to alter the regime’s rigid image of the state.”

Furthermore, Eschwege was eager to defend Israel when, for example, a bla-
tantly anti-Semitic fairy tale was printed in a children’s paper in 1984. The story
titled “Fire Dragon Zion” described how a small, starving dragon was fed by the
“children of Palestine.” The dragon grew stronger, devouring more and more
food until everything was gone, which infuriated the dragon. The children con-
cluded that “a dragon will always be a dragon” and expelled him “from their
land.”®® In his letter to the editors, Eschwege scolded the author, pointing out that
the history of Palestine was entirely different than suggested in the story while
also stressing that “anti-Zionism always leads to a baiting of Jews.” The editors
promised to print a more nuanced tale about the friendship between Palestinian
and Jewish children.®

During the Lebanon war in 1982, the president of the Technical University of
Dresden, Eschwege’s workplace, asked him to provide a written statement con-
demning Israeli policy. In his reply, he supported a two-state solution, conclud-
ing, “Neither my family nor any member of a Jewish community will agree to
the destruction of Israel, a country which saved my family in need”” Shortly
before, the head of Eschwege’s department suggested granting him the univer-
sity’s award. Following the statement, however, Eschwege was not considered,
and the professor suggesting him was scolded. He was finally honored in 1990.”

Eschwege not only did confront anti-Semitism in letters but also strove to
educate the public via lectures. As in Western Germany, the broader East Ger-
man public began to take an interest in Jewish culture from the 1960s onward.
Church groups were particularly keen to strengthen their members’ knowledge
of and ties to the Jewish community. Eschwege soon became a sought after histo-
rian who was frequently invited for talks, especially since most of the established
historians hardly took an interest in the matter. He traveled within both German
states, supported the founding of a church group “Encounters with Judaism”
in Dresden, and contributed to their work by giving lectures on Jewish history,
the Shoah, and Israel. The efforts made in the GDR did not remain unnoticed.
Eschwege and the minister Siegfried Theodor Arndt were awarded the Buber
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Figure 6.1. Helmut Eschwege (second from right) celebrating Helmut Aris’s twenty-fifth
anniversary as chairman of the association, 24 June 1987. Photographer: Erhardt Freund.
Source: Archive of the Jewish Community, Dresden.

Rosenzweig Medal in Western Germany in 1984.”> Again, the Stasi took an inter-
est in Eschwege’s connections, resulting first in years of surveillance, and then
in his second unofficial collaboration with them. Eschwege managed to satisfy
his own interests with the help of the Stasi while supplying it with mostly trivial
facts.”?

In sum, Helmut Eschwege must be considered one of the most active and
controversial Jewish citizens of the GDR. He did not refrain from collaborating
with the Stasi, yet his reports were much less informative than often assumed. At
times, he deliberately fooled the authorities, but gladly accepted the benefits of
his relations with them. More important, Eschwege helped shape the rebuilding
of Jewish life in the GDR, though his views often clashed with those of the party
and the communities. Due to harsh restrictions, but also his often stubborn and
unflinching manner, he failed in many of his attempts, and his actual influence
within the communities was rather benign. Yet he is one of only few who were
engaging passionately in Jewish life in the GDR. Oscillating between his Socialist
conviction, Jewish origin, and experiences of anti-Semitic persecution, Eschwege
was constantly struggling to reestablish Jewish culture in East Germany and find-
ing aspects where his different perspectives could align. Unlike the chairmen of
the communities, he did not define Jewishness as a matter of religion only but
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insisted on the existence of a Jewish people. Eschwege never quite believed in a
“German-Jewish symbiosis,” and, although he was concerned with the dissemina-
tion of Jewish culture to the subsequent generation, he remained deeply rooted
in the prewar German-Jewish world, essentially failing to modernize his views.
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LEARNING YEARS
ON THE PATH
TO DISSIDENCE

STEFAN HEYM’S FRIENDSHIP WITH ROBERT
HAVEMANN AND WOLF BIERMANN

Cathy S. Gelbin

As near-destitute refugees, Stefan Heym and his American wife Gertrude Gelbin
arrived in the GDR in 1952 with shattered illusions and freshly minted hope.
Behind them lay an almost unprecedented odyssey through a broken Europe,
which had indirectly led them back through the stations of Heym’s exile from
National Socialism—the United States, Czechoslovakia, Germany. Before them
lay a series of events that would forever change their view of socialism: the
Stalinist Sldnsky trials in Czechoslovakia in 1952, in which the majority of those
executed were Jews; the Paul Merker trial in the GDR in 1953, which, although
not fatal, still took place under similar circumstances; the uprising in East Ber-
lin on 17 June 1953; the Soviet military suppression of the Hungarian uprising
of 1956; the construction of the Berlin Wall in 1961; and last but not least the
invasion of Soviet troops in Czechoslovakia in 1968, which shattered the idea of
“socialism with a human face.” This long period of disillusionment had begun
with an escape from the anti-Communist pursuits of Senator McCarthy in the
United States; it would end with the death of Heym’s wife, my grandmother, in
the gloomy East Berlin of January 1969. In this foreign land, she was eventually
broken by the impossibility of keeping her socialist dream in the face of real-
world circumstances.

Stefan Heym (1913—2001), whoselife spans all five political systems in twentieth-
century Germany—the Empire, the Weimar Republic, National Socialism, the
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divided German states of the Cold War, and German and European unity after
1990, became one of the most versatile and widely read German-speaking authors
of the postwar era on both sides of the German-German divide. Like no other
individual in divided Germany, Heym united literary meaning with real politi-
cal commitment and thus became a prominent moral and politically symbolic
figure. Even in the GDR, whose politics attained increasingly dictatorial traits
after 1953, Heym derived his sustained literary and political credentials from his
exemplary embodiment of the “Good Germany,” whose democratic traditions
had been evoked by Thomas Mann in his famous speech at the American Library
of Congress in May 194s.

Heym was born the son of a Jewish merchant family in Chemnitz in 1913.
As the author of an antiwar poem, the high school student had already by 1932
been forced to flee Chemnitz by a gang of Brownshirts. He traveled to Berlin
and emigrated from there to Prague in 1933. From 1935 he lived in the United
States, where he got by as a dishwasher and editor of the expatriate newspaper
Deutsches Volksecho (German People’s Echo). While in exile in New York, he got to
know Gertrude, who was thirteen years his elder and used her first married name
Gelbin throughout her life. Through her advertising work at Metro-Goldwyn-
Mayer Hollywood Studios, she helped Heym to establish himself as a writer in
the United States, as well as to connect with other intellectuals. From 1943, after
becoming a U.S. citizen, Heym served in the U.S. Army in the Ritchie Boys recon-
naissance unit and from there advanced to sergeant for psychological warfare.' In
the GDR, Heym was immediately courted with material benefits for intellectuals.
He acquired a villa in a quarter of Griinau erected specifically for his purposes,
in which he lived and wrote until his death. Gertrude Gelbin founded the sub-
publication Panther Books with Liszt Verlag Leipzig, in which she published the
original works of English-speaking authors. From 1958, a series of works under
the new title “Seven Seas” appeared through Volk & Welt Verlag. This is where the
early works of Stefan Heym appeared—until Gelbin’s death, he initially wrote in
English before translating his material into German himself—alongside authors
from the United States, the United Kingdom, Australia, and South Africa.

According to Heym’s self-portrayal, his personality was often described as
being in a state of permanent dissent against all the political systems in which
he lived.> In fact, Heym continually took an oppositional stance in relation
to the powers that be as they were determined by the way of the world. Yet
Heym’s development into the most significant GDR dissenter of the 1980s is
anything but monolithic. Such a description would be too smooth, too simple,
and would barely correspond to the checkered life of its protagonist; it relies too
much upon a claim derived from the irreconcilable dichotomies of National
Socialism and the Cold War, with its clear lines, ideological unambiguity, and
moral absoluteness. The following analysis of the important steps in Heym’s
development into dissidence in the 1960s, exemplified through his friendship
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with two prominent GDR dissenters in Robert Havemann and Wolf Biermann,
is conducted in the context of a broadly based biographical project that seeks
to reveal anew the character of Heym via previously understudied biographi-
cal evidence—including biographical texts, secret service files and previously
unpublished image sources.? In particular, this chapter will accentuate the Jew-
ish aspect of Heym’s life and work, as well as Heym’s self-determination as a
cosmopolitan whose interactions ultimately catalyzed his emergence as the
most significant dissenter of the GDR.

Such a reading of Heym allows new conclusions on the role of Jews in GDR
culture and politics by scrutinizing the established argument of the generally
loyal Jewish population within the GDR. This cliché has until now culminated
in Michael Wolffsohn’s depiction of Jews in the GDR as “criminals and vic-
tims, villains and useful idiots, hangers-on and collaborators.”* “Some of them
were apparent, not real disturbers of the peace, most notably Stefan Heym,” so
Wolffsohn® concludes, invoking Marcel Reich-Ranicki’s postulation that Jews are
“disturbers of the peace” in German literature.® Regarding accusations of col-
laboration with the GDR regime, Wolffsohn predominantly exempts authors of
Jewish heritage who moved to the West, such as Jurek Becker, Wolf Biermann,
and Barbara Honigmann, yet does not sufficiently illuminate the individual
routes of these authors. Such an undifferentiated view may serve as a good exam-
ple of Robin Ostow’s observation from 1988 that the majority of investigations
into Jews within the GDR support a considerably polarized character and are
“not much more than primitive communist or anti-communist propaganda.”
The present study seeks to expand this constricted view concerning the issue of
openly expressed Jewish particularity as political provocation, as viewed by GDR
leaders—a strategy that Heym also increasingly deployed.

By contrast, apart from some helpful small-scale investigations into Heym’s
work in the context of his biography,® as well as a series of individual depictions
of the person and his work,” no comprehensive academic biography of Stefan
Heym exists to this day. In addition, there has been broader research on Jews in
the history, politics, and culture of the GDR and in the unified Federal Republic
of Germany since 1990, offering relevant insight into both the position of Jews in
GDR politics and culture as well as the function of Jews in national political dis-
course.” This body of workplaces the history of Jews in the GDR in the context
of the history of Jewish communities, which nonetheless only covered a small
proportion of Jews living there, as well as official discourse on National Socialism
and Israel."” Currently, there are also various investigations into the depiction of
Jewish individuals, specifically in GDR literature and film, as well as the relation-
ship of individual Jewish authors and artists to their Jewish heritage.

However, such investigations often struggle to comprehend the Communist
and often radically assimilated attitudes of their subjects, even under Jewish
auspices. During the Weimar Republic, in which Heym also grew up, many
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left-leaning Jews had subsumed these aspects of their self-presentation under
the term cosmopolitanism, which was also posited as internationalism in accor-
dance with Communist Party policy in the 1920s.* However, in the wake of the
Stalinist terror, internationalism gradually retreated behind Soviet nationalism,
until it became an anti-Semitic epithet analogous to Nazi ideology. Nevertheless,
a cosmopolitan foundation remained in the self-determination of many Jews,
particularly those who had come from all over the world to the “better Germany”
during the early postwar era. Many of them would once again leave this land in
the mid-1960s in order to save themselves from Stalinist persecution or at least
to escape political pressure.

Others, such as Heym and his wife, stayed, although they felt Germany—even
its Eastern side—to be enemy territory due to the Holocaust. They assembled
an international circle, which has received little attention from researchers until
now, in which they saw their Jewish sensibilities subsumed. Under the auspices
of cosmopolitanism, they created a sphere characterized by their understand-
ing of Jewish values and history, such as the struggle for social justice and against
“racial oppression,” which may be viewed as a sign of their “Jewish sensibilities™
and which they also passed on to their familial and social environment. More-
over, Heym became aware of aspects of an ethnic-Jewish self-image that he had
observed in American Jews, predominantly immigrants from Eastern Europe,
during his exile. Indeed, his wife Gertrude Gelbin also came from this environ-
ment. In the context of Jewish friendships, or those forged from National Socialist
persecution, which Heym made particularly during his phase of disillusionment
with state socialism between 1952 and 1968, this chapter will trace and investigate
the formation of these Jewish sensibilities in relation to the GDR, insofar as they
were also mutually dependent on Heym’s emergence as a dissenter.

“A KIiND oF EMERGENCY GROUP”: HEYM, HAVEMANN,
ZUCKERMANN, AND HOLLITSCHER

By the beginning of the 1960s, his friendship with Robert Havemann (1910-1982)
would become the decisive political and personal alliance for Heym outside of
his marital and working relationship with Gertrude Gelbin. His association with
Havemann was based on close political agreements relating to their fundamental
approval of the socialist idea and their simultaneously increasing criticism of the
SED state. Even on a personal level, there were deep affinities, which cemented
their association until its sudden termination by Heym in 1966. In his recently
published autobiography, Wolf Biermann (born 1936), who became the third
member of this friendship group from 1963, accuses Heym implicitly of coward-
ice. Heym, consistently referred to as a “scaredy-cat” with the occasional addition
of “cheeky,” was said to have buckled under the pressure of the GDR regime after
the Eleventh Plenum.
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Heym’s account of Havemann in Nachruf (Obituary) begins with a distancing
from his former friends, by which Heym simultaneously also implicitly modi-
fies his own role as an opponent of the GDR at that time: “There was never a
Havemann-Biermann-Heym Group whose members, the first a balladeer, the
second a publicist and the third a spiritus rector, had planned to subvert the
Republic.”* Contrary to claims at the Eleventh Plenum of the SED Central Com-
mittee in 1965, there had been no subversive element, but merely the “symbol and
voice” of subliminally constructed oppositional movements in the GDR.”> Nev-
ertheless, Heym’s friendship with Havemann, albeit circuitously, was to become
the pivotal moment in his development into dissent.

Heym’s relationship with Havemann was marked by deep admiration as well
as gratitude for the resistant role taken when Havemann had risked his life for
Jews facing persecution. As early as the summer of 1952, shortly after arriving
in the GDR, Heym had encountered the, in his eyes, already “legendary Pro-
fessor Havemann [ . . . ], who had helped to organize the resistance in Bran-
denburg Prison from death row” at Bertolt Brecht’s house, where the “eternally
cheerful” Viennese philosopher and psychoanalyst Walter Hollitscher had intro-
duced him.* However, Havemann was an ambivalent political hero, far more
than Heym may have known. As we know today, after the National Socialists
seized power, the young Communist Havemann had made occasional dubious
remarks about the Jews before he transformed himself into an insurgent. In 1943,
Havemann qualified for the Kaiser Wilhelm Institut (KWI) at the University of
Berlin with “a poison gas project for the Army Ordinance Office.” Also in 1943,
he founded the European Union Resistance Group with three other men, which
chiefly supplied persecuted Jews with concealment and forged papers.” For these
supporting efforts, Havemann was posthumously honored with the title “Righ-
teous Among the Nations” by Yad Vashem in 2005. Allegedly, of those affected,
only one woman had ultimately survived.”

In the summer of 1943, the four founding members of this group were accused
by Roland Freisler, chair of the People’s Court, of “Communist conspiracy,”
“espionage,” and “supporting Jews living illegally” and were sentenced to death.”
As his knowledge as a chemist was vital to the war effort, Havemann alone was
spared execution. While still imprisoned at Brandenburg-Gorden, where he had
been given a laboratory especially equipped for him, he wrote a flyer for the
underground.® After his release, Havemann returned to the KWI, now situated
in the American zone of West Berlin; in 1946, he also attained a professorship in
physical chemistry at Humboldt University in the Soviet zone of occupation.
In 1950, after his abrupt release from the KWI on the grounds of his protests
against the American hydrogen bomb, he was relocated to the GDR. There, he
was appointed Director of the Institute for Physical Chemistry at Humboldt
University and obtained a series of high political offices.
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Havemann’s interest in the overlap between science and Marxist theory
coincided with the interests of Walter Hollitscher, through whom he became
acquainted with Heym, from the opposite perspective. Much like Heym, Hol-
litscher had come to the GDR as a Jewish Western emigrant, although he was
now a Lutheran convert.” Returning from British exile first to Vienna, he had
been studying the relationship between Marxist theory and physics as direc-
tor of the Institute for Philosophy at Humboldt University since 1949.> Also on
the panel was Leo Zuckermann, whom Heym also knew from his exile in New
York and who now worked together with Havemann at the university. In his 1978
interview with Eckart Boege in Mexico City, Zuckermann remembers the “circle”
that comprised Heym, Hollitscher, and “Havermann” (obviously meaning Have-
mann) alongside the attractive wives of Hollitscher and Heym. This, according
to Zuckermann, had been a kind of international emergency group in which they
could let off steam about the state of the GDR in private company. According to
Zuckermann, Heym had already launched heavy criticisms of the current situa-
tion in the GDR from the beginning of his time there.

We came together and discussed anything and everything. The boldest of us,
of course, was Stefan Heym, who didn’t much care about anything. He would
go onrants. ... And then Stefan began, “but I heard something today”. .., that
was awful. . . . Basically, it was awful that people who had other things to dis-
cuss were discussing such rot. It was also an internationally mixed society. At
the time, Hollitscher’s wife was an Italian, . . . she was so beautiful and Heym’s
wife was an American and American women can be beautiful, and how. And
it was a very nice circle, but we were more thrown together, it was more a kind
of emergency group.®

Indeed, Heym’s previous circle soon fell apart due to burgeoning political
and purges with anti-Semitic motivators within the GDR. “By night and fog (not
a metaphor),” as it was reported in February 1953 by Alfred Kantorowicz, him-
self a Jewish Western emigrant and professor of modern German literature at
Humboldt University, Leo Zuckermann fled from his villa in Niederschonhausen
with his wife and child.** This had happened previously in December 1952, after
the infamous decision of the SED Central Committee in the Sldnsky trial, when
Zuckermann crossed the border to West Berlin. His journey took him via France
to Mexico, where he had already spent his exile from National Socialism. Walter
Hollitscher was arrested by the Stasi in 1953 and turned up again later, under
mysterious circumstances, in his home city of Vienna. Much like Zuckermann,
Kantorowicz also eventually escaped the looming political persecution for West
Berlin in 1957.
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HeyMm AND HAVEMANN: A PoLITICAL FRIENDSHIP BETWEEN MEN

In the subsequent years until the end of 1965, Havemann, now almost twenty
years older, had become Heym’s closest personal friend and an important politi-
cal adviser. Heym’s ongoing admiration for Havemann is also presented in an
almost unequaled description of Havemann’s remarkable physical presence:
“Were it not for his ears, which were too large and stuck out to boot, and his
wide, thin mouth, Havemann might have been considered a handsome man,”
Heym remembers in Nachruf.® To this end, Havemann had “a fine, manly laugh”
that could “reduce even the profoundest of verbose declarations by the pow-
ers that be to their true size”* Heym evidently felt attracted to Havemann’s
rarely consistent attributes as a resistance fighter and intellectual, in which he,
as a writer and victorious war veteran, could, in a way, probably also see himself
reflected. For Heym, who by his own account had always shown an inclination
toward heroes, Havemann started out as precisely that. As Heym wrote, “There is
the cell on death row from which he always supplied the entire prison with news,
[...] there is the position he took towards the strikers on the day of June 17, there
are his scientific achievements.”>

Even in the early days of their friendship, Heym’s literary work was inspired by
Havemann. In July 1953, Heym started work on his new novel about the East Ber-
lin uprising of 17 June 1953, under the title Der Tag X (Day X). To that end, he also
consulted Havemann, who as an insider of the GDR nomenclatura could provide
him with important internal details.>® However, in 1956 Khrushchev revealed Sta-
lin’s crimes at the Twentieth Congress of the CPSU and then bloodily suppressed
the Hungarian Uprising, strengthening the voice of the GDR against intellectu-
als. In 1957, Heym lost his column in the Berliner Zeitung, “Offen gesagt” (Speak-
ing frankly), in which he had publicly denounced the economic inequalities that
had led to the 1953 East Berlin Uprising. By 1960, Day X was finally completed. In
1961, the Ministry of Culture ultimately forbade its publication, despite Heym’s
repeated revisions to the novel and his concessions to the official GDR inter-
pretation of the Uprising. In this respect, Havemann launched a clear broadside
against Heym. Their friendship had meanwhile broken down when he wrote in
a book published in West Germany in 1970 that Heym should be grateful to the
Party that “Day X” was never published. After all, Heym accepts the fundamen-
tally incorrect official interpretation in which the “June 17” incident was a coun-
terrevolutionary affair organized by Western secret services.”

State Security Service [Stasi] documents demonstrate Heym’s continual
attempts throughout the 1960s to attain a GDR publication of his novel through
perseverance, humor, and guile. He produced writings from memory and hauled
a tape recorder along with him to debates and events in order to hold functionar-
ies to their word. He sneaked into events of socialist writers’ associations, from
which he had been excluded, in order to take the floor. And he responded to
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rejections of his manuscript and the public attacks by functionaries with indig-
nant letters that he addressed personally to those involved. He fought with the
typewritten word, but in vain: the novel was not accepted for publication in
the GDR. Only in 1974 was Der Tag X published in the West for the first time
under the title Five Days in June; in 1989, the book was finally released in the then
collapsing GDR.

Almost in parallel to this in the mid-1960s, Havemann began his transition
to dissent. In the autumn of 1963, Havemann, who had meanwhile been judged
an ideological enemy by the Stasi, began his public lectures at Humboldt Uni-
versity on “Scientific Aspects of Philosophical Problems,” in which he spoke on
questions of freedom and democracy in revolutionary socialism. Together with
an audience from across the Republic, Heym and Havemann’s new friend Wolf
Biermann attended these lectures. Soon, Havemann’s lectures were branded revi-
sionist by the Party. In 1964, Havemann was expelled from the SED; in 1965, he
lost his professorship. Also in 1965, after the West German publication of his first
volume of poetry, Die Drahtharfe (The Wire Harp)—then widely hushed up in
the GDR—Biermann was also blacklisted from the GDR. Heym and Havemann’s
friendship reached its zenith at this time in which both provided moral and prac-
tical support for each other in their struggle against increasing ostracism. Have-
mann maintained “a very intense connection to Heym,” as summarized by the
Stasi at the beginning of 1966.% “It is probable that Heym is the true spiritus rec-
tor of Havemann’s political-ideological activities,”* so they argued, concluding
that “the scribblings of HEYM are essentially nothing more than HAVEMANN’s
proclaimed philosophy transposed into writing.”*

Heym relied on Havemann, among other things, in his efforts with Day X. In
1961, according to an undated report from the Stasi, he sent a manuscript, likely
Day X, to a series of high-ranking personalities in the GDR, including Walter
Ulbricht, Walter Grotewohl, and Albert Norden. Robert Havemann also received
a copy.”® Heym clearly wished to disseminate this manuscript among these peo-
ple to cause the functionaries to change their minds. On 19 January 1961, Heym
was summoned by Alfred Kurella, head of the Cultural Commission of the SED
Central Committee Politburo, to make a verbal statement on Day X. Heym, how-
ever, offered a written reply refusing Kurella. Subsequently, Heym invited Kurella
together with his co-workers and their wives to an informal “cognac” or “dinner
evening” at his home, so that “we can then talk reasonably with one another.” Obvi-
ously struck by Heym’s offer, Kurella grudgingly agreed. The phone call recorded by
the Stasi was not without its unintentionally comical moments, as Kurella weakly
added that this would be “no matter for women. Heym: No matter for women?
Kurella: No. Heym: Well, well. Many beautiful women appear in the book. (Long
pause).”* Kurella clearly could not counter Heym’s ironic-erotic allusion.

The discussion took place in May 1961 when Kurella appeared at Heym’s villa
in Grinau with one colleague as backup. However, to his surprise, it emerged
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that Heym had also invited reinforcement, arriving in the form of Have-
mann. “Under these circumstances, the discussion was declined by Comrade
KURELLA,” the Stasi noted. In a later report, the Stasi recorded that Arnold
Zweig had also been invited and was present at this meeting, because “HEYM
clearly wanted to force an acceptance or concrete statement from the comrades
of the Central Committee before witnesses.” In January 1964, Heym delivered
an additional manuscript to Havemann only a few days before the latter traveled
to West Germany; it was likely to do with Day X, which Havemann was to bring
along to discussions with interested Western parties.”

But these men were also connected via close personal interests, which, among
other things, consisted of their tendency toward whiling away hours in the coun-
try. The Stasi reported reciprocal visits between both men as well as the close
friendship between their wives, Gertrude Gelbin and Karin Havemann, which
even survived after the Havemanns’ divorce in 1966. In Nachruf, Heym recalls,
“Still, they were nice, the hours in the cottage by the lake in Griinheide behind
Erkner, in which both of them, S.H. and the professor, talked of so much that
was subversive; but what was not subversive at that time? Sometimes, S.H. came
in his motorboat, which was moored, on the Langer lake, alongside ferries from
Griinau to Wendenschloss.”*

Even Wolf Biermann fondly remembered these summer days spent together,
when Heym “would race up beside Robert in an elegant two-seater motorboat.
His clever wife Gertrude always beside him [ ... ]. They reached a waterway from
Griinau via the canals and lakes of the Mark region as far as Erkner, sailed further
and then moored alongside Kuddeldaddeldu [Robert’s boat] at Robert’s own
dock. ... Sociable conversations took place in Robert’s dacha, as well as summer
parties, Bacchanalian eating, drinking and lovemaking. Belligerence, spirit, an
appetite for contradiction, a hunger for truth. . .. I supplied these friends with
fresh Seelenbrot [soul bread] and erotic desserts to the delicious sound of my
guitar.”¥

This is a generation that has much catching up to do following persecution
and war. This particularly applies to Havemann, Heym, and Biermann, who all
experienced a loss of rights, powerlessness, and probably also damaged man-
hood due to this persecution. They met with a response from German women
who had often spent a damaged childhood and youth in a shower of bombings,
had lost their fathers and, in their view, have something to catch up on and some-
thing to forget. Only a few years after the construction of the Wall, this “Bohemia
of the East,” as Jutta Voigt has recently termed it,** arose with its excessive lifestyle
and objection to the increasing feeling of imprisonment by the dry, humorless
functionaries of the GDR.
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DAMAGED FATHER FIGURES IN THE NAME OF THE HoLocAUST

The portrayal of wounds inflicted by the Holocaust in relation to fathers is
among the most moving passages in the autobiographies of Heym and Bier-
mann. From Havemann, in contrast, there is only a cursory glimpse of his
nationally disposed yet apolitical parents. Similar to the age difference between
Gertrude Gelbin and Stefan Heym, Havemann’s mother was also thirteen years
older than his father. Originating from a noble military family, she was a painter
and the dominant influence on her son. Havemann’s father had initially been
a teacher; later, as a magazine editor before 1933, he had a large circle of Jew-
ish acquaintances. In his autobiography, Havemann, having become a radical
Communist after the National Socialists’ accession to power, evidently wished
to stand out from this bourgeois environment.* Heym also constructed his
beginnings in a similar way. He was the only one in his family to become a
Communist, and he also saw his father as a person marked by an “otherness”+
in the sense that he was shaped by Prussian fulfillment of duty and found it dif-
ficult to display emotions and physical affection toward his two sons. But in the
wake of Nazi persecution, a fundamental change occurred in Heym’s relation-
ship with his father, whom his son now painfully saw as the vulnerable one in
need of protection. And yet this new view of his father also allowed for hitherto
unexperienced facets of tenderness and vulnerability.

In Nachruf, Heym recalls feelings of “pity, love, an anticipation of death, or all
three in one,”* which had befallen him during his final encounter with his father.
At this time, Heym was already living in exile in Prague; after his escape from
Germany, his father, now fifty-three years old, was taken in his place into Gestapo
custody, from which he, already a depressed man, returned broken. After his
release, he visited his son in Prague. There, Heym noticed while his father was
shaving in the morning “the white patterns of scarred-over cuts”* on his wrists,
the signs of past suicide attempts. At their farewell, at the train window, Daniel
Flieg gripped “the hands of his son once again [ ... ], who once more ha[d] the
scars on the wrists before his eyes and sobs.”# A few months later, Heym, hav-
ing reached Chicago, heard of his father’s successful suicide. “This time,” Heym
wrote, “he had brought it to an end”* Heym illustrates the profound turning
point of this experience stylistically by letting his autobiography suddenly lapse
from a third-person to a first-person narrative: “I have sometimes asked myself
if I share any guilt in the death of my father+

Even in Biermann’s overall characteristically casual narrative tone, the mem-
ory of his father becomes one of the most touching moments in his autobiogra-
phy. Biermann writes about the imprisonment of the Hamburg dockyard worker
Dagobert Biermann, who remained for him an “intimately close, strange man.”#
As Biermann recalled, “My father was torn from me when I was four months
old. . .. Grief for the Communist, the worker, the Jew Biermann is my fateful
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influence, my good and my evil spirit. He is the law by which I stand. . . . This
political-genetic grief became all my vegetative hate, but also my semi-skilled lust
for life. Grief for my father remained my desolate hope, my endangered love.”*

As the child of a “privileged mixed marriage,” Wolf Biermann spent his early
years in the shadow of the Nuremberg Laws. His father, Dagobert Biermann,
was killed in Auschwitz as a Jew; his grandparents and other relatives died after
deportation to the Minsk ghetto. His non-Jewish mother, who met his father in
the Communist Party, pushed him through, according to Biermann, so that he
may some day later avenge his father and establish Communism.*® Biermann sees
himself as dutiful to this legacy when he migrates from Hamburg to the GDR in
1953, becoming an actor and singer. But he, “the natural-born child of Commu-
nism,” began to criticize his leaders out of a feeling of rightful personal inheri-
tance. By 1964, he was subjected to intensified repression. Biermann’s description
of his growing critical awareness of the GDR is portrayed against the back-
drop of National Socialism. In “Mortal Fear,” he sought new friends for himself,
such as “the fearless Robert Havemann, the cheeky worrywart Stefan Heym and
the Stalinist anti-Stalinist Walter Janka.’s*

Biermann’s public commitment to the Jewish part of his family history, which
can be traced, at the latest, to his German translation of Yiddish Holocaust epics
by Itzhak Lejb Katzenelson in 1994 (Katzenelson died in Auschwitz in 1944), must
be read in the context of the postunification discourse about the murder of Euro-
pean Jewry. The Berlin Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe is probably the
most impressive example of this discourse, which is also reflected in the biog-
raphies of those involved. In the Eastern side of the country, Jewish narratives
could be freely expressed for the first time without falling subject to political
pressure; in addition, the identity vacuum that resided in the majority of the Left
after the downfall of Communism could be filled with a newly (re)located Jewish
identity. In 1989, the very year of transition, Marcel Reich-Ranicki had polemi-
cally formulated this in relation to Barbara Honigmann: in her life following her
departure to the West, “one faith replaced the others, in place of the dogma of
Marxism emerged the commandments of the Mosaic religion, and instead of the
red flag, there now glowed the Star of David.”®* The fiftieth anniversary of
the end of the war in 1995 finally catalyzed the search for a historical narrative in the
newly united Germany, which sought to break free of the stigma of a nation of
perpetrators, and has since then imagined the German-Jewish past anew. In this
discourse, German-Jewish interspaces could also be newly articulated, such as
Biermann’s defiant self-determination at the end of his autobiography: “I remain
what I always was: half Jew-brat and half goy.”>*

However, it is clear that Biermann had been traumatized since childhood by
his father’s murder, even if the Jewish aspect of it may have remained hidden for
a long time. This also corresponded with official GDR discourse in which the
persecution of the Jews, if not simply excluded, was nevertheless superimposed
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by the image of Communist resistance and thus underwent reinterpretation.
Such conflation and superimposition of Jewish and political facets are not least
expressed by Biermann’s trio of elected father figures—Havemann, Heym, and
Janka—who opposed National Socialism with each of their different stories of
persecution and resistance. Since the death of his father in the concentration
camp, as Heym also mentions in Nachruf, Biermann searched for a paternal
replacement and Havemann eventually accepted him.” Heym’s mostly tolerant
approach toward Biermann possibly also stemmed from their separate experi-
ences of paternal loss, through which he tried to decode Biermann’s motivations.

“BATTLE FOR CLEANLINESS AND MORALITY : THE
ELevENTH PLENUM OF THE SED CENTRAL COMMITTEE

There is strong evidence to suggest that GDR functionaries immediately
attempted to sever Heym’s friendship with Havemann and Biermann. In August
1965, the Chair of the Council of Ministers, Alexander Abusch, invited Heym to
a discussion of Day X. At the moment, Abusch said, it would not be appropriate
to publish the book. Heym pointed out that he had been constrained and moni-
tored since 1956 and that he had already postponed the publication of Day X for
four years at the behest of the party; by this, he clearly meant that he had not
circumvented the GDR’s prohibition via a publication in the West. Heym sig-
naled that he would be “prepared to work closer with you, but the book ‘Day X’
must be released”; he is “convinced that we must find a modus vivendi, but I
cannot change my opinion.” Abusch made it clear that the government desired
a conversation with him, but “in your actions, you really must regard the gov-
ernment of our Republic as your own.” Others “such as Prof. Havemann or
Biermann” would “cause lasting damage to the laws of our Republic” by “dupli-
cating [their works] without licences and disseminating these duplications.”
Heym offered to mediate with Havemann, which Abusch rejected because he
had “neither interest nor objective in talking with Havemann.” At the end of
the conversation, with Abusch clearly not prepared to make any concession for
Day X, Heym concedes: he “respects” the reasons for this and “will continue
to wait.” As a result, Abusch repeated that the reason for the conversation was
“to clarify if contact between us [ . .. ] may be improved.” To this, Heym
responded that he understood and saw the conversation as a beginning: “But
that does not mean that I will unconditionally agree to everything.”*

Following Heym’s public refusal to separate himself from Havemann and Bier-
mann, the three friends were subject to radical political exclusion by the end of
1965. In a conversation with artists and literary figures in the GDR State Council
on November 25,1965, GDR State Council chair Walter Ulbricht referred to sexu-
ally explicit images on television and rhetorically asked whether the party must
set “certain moral standards.”” Kurt Hager, Head of the Ideology Committee of
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the Politburo, spoke intensely of a “battle for cleanliness and morality—and in
literature and film, the boundaries between literature and pornography are trans-
gressed.” In his article “Does Our Time Need Prophets? Who Speaks the Truth?”
in the November 28 edition of the Neues Deutschland newspaper, chief editor and
Politburo candidate Hermann Axen, who had survived Auschwitz and Buchen-
wald as a Jewish Communist, launched an indirect attack against Stefan Heym’s
piece “The Boredom of Minsk,” which first appeared in a Czechoslovakian maga-
zine and was soon published in the West German Zeit. In this article, Heym cited a
personal conversation from 1955 in which Brecht had demanded, when necessary,
a critical realism in literature, writing, “I will tell you when there will be literature
in the Soviet Union again. When a novel is published there which begins with
words along the lines of—he pondered—along the lines of: Minsk is one of the
most boring cities in the world.”*

“Every era has its speakers who express the fears and hopes of the people,”
Heym goes on to state.* In ancient times, these would have been prophets, Heym
says, making an obvious reference to the Jewish Bible; today “it is writers and
scientists who seem to undertake this role”® Because of this, Heym claims, the
ruling classes have committed “censorship which works via economic pressure
or fear, or both.”®* However, the “truth” is “revolutionary,” and only by insist-
ing upon it may socialist writers measure up to their colleagues and “claim and
win the right to moral leadership.”® To this claim, the Party then answered with
its attack on the pornographic elements, which allegedly defile “cleanliness and

morality.”
“Every era has its speakers. In the grey ancient times, these would have been
the prophets. Today . . . writers and scientists undertake this role. One writer

has recently made such claims.” Axen opens his article with an almost verbatim
quotation of Heym, although he does not refer to the disfavored writer by name.
Axen almost appears conciliatory toward the biblical tradition for a moment:
“We do not wish to argue about the role of the ancient prophets here.” Then
he goes on the attack: he is far more interested in the new prophets who would
emerge here. Axen assigns a subversive tendency to Heym’s words since they
“proclaim a leading role for writers and scientists” and “negate the leading role
of the working class,” headed by the SED.*

This is the prelude to the Eleventh Plenum of the SED Central Committee
three weeks later, from 16 to 18 December 1965, in which the GDR government
launched an unprecedented attack on its artists. They could, as the future GDR
leader Erich Honecker threatened, no longer “continue to increase productivity
and thus living standards” and at the same time “spread nihilistic, hopeless and
morally corrosive philosophy in literature, film, theatre, television and journals.”®
In light of the fact that two authors of Jewish heritage in Heym and Biermann
were charged, these words remind us, not coincidentally, of the anti-Semitic cli-
ché of a culturally and morally corrosive Jewish intellect that was fashionable
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under National Socialism. In his closing words, Walter Ulbricht stated to the
plenum that they must “once again clarify positions” with regard to the “develop-
ment of socialist ethics and regarding the laws of socialist morality.”®® Ulbricht
spoke of a “line of filth,” into which the “circle of Havemann, Heym, Biermann”
had slid and that as a group “purposefully waged and continues to wage a politi-

cal battle against worker-peasant power.”*

OVER THE “BRIDGE OF SIGHS”: SUMMONS FROM
THE MINISTRY OF THE INTERIOR

The verbal declaration of war by the state at the Eleventh Plenum was shortly fol-
lowed by the threat of detention. Only days after the Eleventh Plenum, at dawn
on December 22, 1965, Havemann, Heym, and Biermann, without warning or
mutual knowledge, received a summons from Interior Minister Major General
Friedrich Dickel. At the gate, Biermann stated “a stuffed uniform” collected him
and led him over a glass bridge into a side building. In the lightless corridor,

he encountered Heym, who was “also escorted by a uniformed figure”:*

Heym walked along more hunched than usual. His coat and jacket open, he
looked like a broken old Jew following his people on the ramp. This look made
me fearful. . . . he kept his head down, starred at his feet and muttered a word
which I didn’t hear. Now I no longer had fear, fear had me.®

Regarding the content of the summons, as Biermann later learned, Dickel had
also recited “a stilted explanation” and a “standardized empty threat” verbatim to
Havemann and, as he suspected, also to Heym. Yet he did not know this exactly,
“because Heym hid”” from him and Havemann from then on. Havemann,
at least, merely laughed at that episode: “They are at a loss, they don’t know what
to do with us.””* According to his autobiography, Biermann seemed to also adopt
this reaction toward the “Sermon of the Minister.””* In contrast to Heym, a short
while later, before Christmas, Biermann gossiped to Havemann that Heym had
called them to break up their friendship and to forbid future visits, writing, “And
nor do I wish you to visit Gertrud (sic) and myself at home, not even under the
pretext of a Christmas present.””

There are many reasons to believe that this course of events essentially took
place. However, Biermann’s rendition remains problematic, above all in con-
trasting the unbowed Havemann, resistance hero, with the broken Heym who,
as an old Jew, passively walked toward the gas chamber. Here, Biermann draws
on the repertoire of anti-Semitism after Auschwitz with precisely the depiction
that was current in the GDR, according to which the Jews went like lambs to
the slaughter. With this image, Biermann disavows the image of Heym, which
remains despite Wolffsohn’s defamatory study, as the leading opponent of the
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GDR until the 1980s, never bowing down to the regime. In doing so, Biermann
simultaneously enhances his own role and that of Havemann in opposition to
the GDR.

Equally problematic is Biermann’s broad acceptance of Havemann’s version
of other events. The question, then, is to what extent is the contrast Biermann
made between Heym and Havemann correct? Indeed, the differing assessments
of those days spent with Havemann and Heym are evident. In Havemann’s
autobiographical work Fragen Antworten Fragen (Questions Answers Questions)
(1970), 22 December 1965 is not mentioned, yet the book is nonetheless struc-
tured around a series of further summons, which Havemann received from May
1966 from State Security headquarters on Magdalenenstrale. During the third
summons on 18 May 1966, the conversation is said to open with the question
of Havemann’s friendship with Stefan Heym. To this, he responded that he was
friends with Stefan Heym but that “Stefan Heym is one of those people whom
you are never quite sure if they really are your friends.””*

To this cryptic statement, Havemann adds the reflection that “my friend
Stefan . . . thought almost entirely about what was to come, and unfortunately
sometimes too much on that which actually came.”” In contrast, he depicts
his interrogations at the State Security headquarters in May 1966 against the
backdrop of previously experienced interrogations and arrests during National
Socialism and his first postwar years in West Berlin where he was engaged in
opposition to American nuclear politics. These experiences, he suggests, had
given him the tools to remain confident during State Security interrogations,
since only through betrayal was one susceptible to blackmail by the system. On
the imprisonment of another person known to the GDR, he argues:

Terms of imprisonment are times of great psychological strain. They never
fail to leave their mark on a person. Some have their spines broken in prison.
Particularly vulnerable are those people induced by the secret police to betray
their friends under the pressure of interrogation. Thus they often enjoy ben-
efits, are released early and quickly get decent work again and other material
benefits. But in return they are also blackmailed by the secret police to serve as
a systematic informant for them. Whoever goes down this path soon realizes
that it is the path to their downfall. Most of the time, however, it is too late by
then. The supposed benefits and conveniences prove to be terrible chains of
slavery which demean and morally destroy the victim.”®

Had Heym made himself susceptible to blackmail? That the interrogation
on 22 December 1965 signified a turning point for him is obvious from the fact
that he publicly addressed that morning on four occasions: in a speech at the
Deutscher Schriftstellerverband in February 1966, during a conversation with
Politburo candidate Werner Lamberz in November 1976, in Nachrufin 1988 and
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in Der Winter unsers Mifsvergniigens (The Winter of Our Discontent) in 1996.
With some variations, these versions subsequently depict the same course of
events. But first, Heym writes in 1996, he paid a visit in December 1965 to his
friend Walter Janka, who had read about the speeches of Honecker and Sin-
dermann at the Eleventh Plenum in Neues Deutschland. There was talk of a
“Havemann-Biermann-Heym” group; it was “the language of trials,””” no doubt
a reference to Stalinist show trials. Janka was a former member of the Interna-
tional Brigade and survivor of the Le Vernet internment camp in France; he had
survived his later imprisonment by the GDR in Bautzen from 1957-1960 while
seriously ill. Now he wished to give Heym “a few tips. [ ... ] How one survives in
detention, in prison.””® Upon hearing these suggestions, Heym writes, he felt “a
chill up his spine.””

In his first public version of the events of 22 December 1965, Heym reports
to the Deutscher Schriftstellerverband in February 1966 that a plainclothes man
rang his doorbell at 7:30 on 22 December and ordered him to the Ministry of
the Interior at 9:15 “for the purposes of explaining an offence.” There he was
received by the Interior Minister, who issued him with the order to cease his
“comments . . . against the Republic and worker-peasant power.” He responded
to the Interior Minister, Heym stated in 1966, that he had “not once” made such
comments and that it would therefore not be difficult for him “to fulfill the obli-
gation you have imposed on me. I see no reason to start saying things now that I
have not said previously.”*

Heym chronicles that morning a second time in Nachruf, where a man
appeared at his doorstep at 7:30 and ordered him to the Ministry of the Interior
at 9:15. In the watch room, which he now mentions, he was received by “two
officials in green, both the required height of guards and, judging by their epau-
lettes, the rank of majors; they positioned themselves to his right and left so that
he could not escape.” Trapped in this manner, he is brought over the “Bridge of
Sighs,” which he mentions for the first time here, to the Minister’s Office, from
which two men in uniform lead out Havemann in the same manner. He “grins at
him. S.H. now considers standing still and greeting Havemann, or at least yelling
yoo-hoo, but he is then seized by his escort and pushed onward.”* At the end of
the interview, he bumps into Biermann at the door, flanked by two officials and
currently being led in.

The incident appears a third time in Manfred Krug’s 1996 reprint of an unof-
ficial conversation, secretly recorded on audiotape by Krug, between writers and
artists and Politburo member Werner Lamberz, who was widely touted as Erich
Honecker’s crown prince and whom the critical intellectuals associated with the
hope of liberalization. This meeting took place at Krug’s house on 20 November
1976, only a few days after Biermann’s deprivation of citizenship, which been
protested by the artists present who now wanted to intercede with Lamberz.
Here, Heym also tells of his summons by the Ministry of the Interior in 1965.
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Here, however, there are three men at once, still in leather coats, who appeared at
his home as early as by 6 o’clock and ordered him to the Ministry for 7 o’clock.
In the ministerial building, he was then led “by a police officer to his right and
a police officer to his left over the famous Bridge of Sighs” to Interior Minister
Dickel, who falsely accused him of slandering the GDR. In this version, Heym
also refutes Dickel’s allegations and encounters Biermann afterward “on the
Bridge of Sighs, also accompanied by two people.”®

In Winter of Our Discontent in 1996, Heym reports that, on a December day
that year (obviously referring to 22 December), two men “correctly dressed” rang
forcefully at his door at 6 o’clock in the morning.* He was summoned to the
Ministry of the Interior exactly one hour later. He shaved, noticed that his knees
were not shaking and then said good-bye to Gertrude: “T’ll be back soon, I say. ‘1
hope so, she says.” At the Ministry, two policemen take him “in the middle” and
lead him along intertwined paths and eventually over the “Bridge of Sighs.” After
the interview, which follows the same pattern as before, he encounters “shortly
before the Bridge of Sighs [ ... ] Wolf Biermann, like me escorted by two police
officers. We nodded to each other.”®

In none of these versions, nor those of Biermann, does Havemann play a role
as the subject of discussion. The astounding proliferation of Heym’s versions
suggests one thing above all: it is not so much that factual truth is to be found in
them, but that the events of 22 December bore a symbolic character; they were a
form of key event, which Heym had gone over again and again. The impression
of detention, the faceless uniforms, and men in leather coats suggest that Heym
is describing this summons using the template of a Gestapo summons and that
he symbolically lived through the Gestapo detention of his father at first hand.
The richly associative phrase “Bridge of Sighs” seems particularly meaningful,
especially since Heym’s Nachruf explicitly refers to the iconic significance of this
choice of words: the bridge within the GDR Ministry of the Interior discussed
here resembles “the famous Bridge of Sighs in Venice,”*® which led from the
Doge’s Palace to the city prison. Prisoners were led over this historic bridge from
court to jail or to execution; according to this idea, it is here that they breathe
their last sighs as free humans.

Behind this web of associations, it can be assumed, lies grief for the father
who was shattered by imprisonment by the Gestapo and for whose death Heym
always felt guilt. However, his father’s suicide may also have tormented him in
the form of a fear of repeating the act upon himself. In December 1965, Heym
was fifty-three years old; his father had been fifty-three years old when the
Gestapo arrested him. Did these fears go beyond a fear of persecution? Nachruf
implies that Heym came from an “a family rich in suicides™ in both parental
lineages: his maternal grandmother had also committed suicide in 1914; Heym’s
brother Werner, who followed him during his emigration to the United States,
would voluntarily take his own life at the age of fifty-one. In his youth, Heym
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writes, he came across personal feelings of failure and subsequent depression, in
which he fantasized himself in the role of a winner. Werner was, as Heym recalls,
“also full of self-doubt which he strived to cover up through achievement or
through feigning superiority that he did not possess in truth; when things went
wrong and an unavoidable depression came, he learned to overcome this by
pulling his fantasies over himself like a plastic raincoat and conceiving a new
role-play in which he still remained victorious.”®

One thing is certain: the Eleventh Plenum and the summons from Interior
Minister Dickel signified a grave turning point in Heym’s life. It was clear at
this juncture that his current strategy against GDR leaders was not enough to
continue to reach his GDR public and thus change GDR society. The publica-
tion of Day X was aborted; his following novel Die Papiere des Andreas Lenz (The
Lenz Papers) was only published in 1963 under the guise of a historical text. Since
1963, Heym had been working on a subsequent novel, Die Architekten (The Archi-
tects),* which had been banished to a drawer after the hostilities at the Eleventh
Plenum and would only be released after the fall of the Wall. In 1965, moreover,
Heym had begun the manuscript for Lassalle (Uncertain Friend), his first Jewish
historical novel, which he conceptualized in the spirit of Lion Feuchtwanger’s
idea of historical novels. Feuchtwanger placed at the center of his idea the ancient
Jewish historian Flavius Josephus, whose work “really had nothing to do with
what we call history” but was a means “of facing up to oneself and to history.”®
After some setbacks, Heym’s Lassalle was published in 1969 in both German
states almost simultaneously.

In this respect, the biographical texts of our three protagonists, Heym, Have-
mann, and Biermann, are not historical evidence in the sense of possible veri-
similitude but must be considered evidence of self-representation in which
their roles with regard to historical events and to each other are reconsidered.
In part, their biographies may illustrate the different personal skills that these
three friends brought to their political opposition and used for that purpose in
a way that effectively raised their public profile. Read in this way, the texts of this
unique trio assert the respective priority of each individual protagonist to their
role of the most important GDR dissenter, which Heym’s account of the “Bridge
of Sighs” impressively seeks to highlight as the point of culmination on this path.

With this in mind, Biermann’s descriptions of Heym must also be read as
polemic exaggerations assisted by the “cudgel of Auschwitz”—that is, in the sense
of a moral charge against the backdrop of Auschwitz, under the weight of which
Biermann himself suffered throughout his lifetime. According to Biermann, even
in his school days, his mother had literally reprimanded him for poor grades

», «

with a “cudgel of Auschwitz”: “Your father died in Auschwitz so that you could
get a Five in Maths!”™ At the same time, Heym’s “Bridge of Sighs” becomes a
contradictory metaphor for the themes of persecution, guilt, and resistance that

accompanied the writer throughout National Socialism and the GDR regime and
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that he will make fruitful in both literary and political terms. In this respect, the
bridge is a symbol of transformation through which Heym, having reached
the other side, redetermines the parameters of rebellion, now without Havemann.

BREAK wiITH HAVEMANN

After the Eleventh Plenum, Heym must have been aware that his previous strat-
egy against the State had backfired, required changes and that offering his work
for publication in the GDR would henceforth interfere with his relationship with
Havemann. Time preyed on Heym’s mind: he was certain of his literary impor-
tance, but he had not published a major work since The Crusaders (Die Kreuz-
fahrer), his great work of exile literature. However, a new beginning in the West was
closed to him and his wife. In early 1965, Gertrude Gelbin traveled to the United
States for four weeks to visit friends and relatives.”* She was also determining the
possibility of a return to her homeland. However, already sixty-five years old at
the time, she was suffering from a severe heart condition and thus a resettlement
could not be realized. Heym’s own bridges in the United States were burned, while
emigration to the conservative 1960s Federal Republic with its leaders incriminated
by National Socialism was out of the question for both partners. Furthermore,
Heym was also vilified by the West German press as a GDR loyalist author. Writing
about Heym’s “Writing in the Zone” shortly after the construction of the Wall in
1961, Die Welt states that he is “no natural fighter. Stefan Heym is no rebel. Stefan
Heym is an honorary citizen of the Soviet Zone. As audaciously as Stefan Heym
tells the truth, so audaciously does Stefan Heym lie.”

Thus the author probably had only one way forward: to attempt to come to
terms with GDR leaders again by ending his contact with Havemann in late sum-
mer 1966. But to what extent is this, in fact, betrayal, as Biermann suggests? The
available sources suggest that Heym’s decision to end his friendship with Have-
mann proved more complex than Biermann admits. On Heym’s appearance at
the plenary of the Deutscher Schriftstellerverband on 25 February 1966, the State
Security reported that a critical discussion took place with Heym and Biermann
at which Heym had lost all sympathy of those present. Heym began with a “dras-
tic, dramatic depiction of a ‘summons’ to Interior Minister Friedrich Dickel,
which he had contradicted with the claim that “the minister’s information was
incorrect” and that since he “had never made such claims, it would be easy for
him to refrain from doing so.”%

With this speech, Heym had aimed to portray the accusations against his per-
son as unjustified because they allegedly “rested on false information or bureau-
cratic misjudgements” and that he was, in contrast, “a staunch socialist and had
also always stood up for the GDR in the West.”** The State Security obtained the
latter statement from Heym’s citation in West German press reports.” However,
Heym’s speech found “little favor” with those present; both functionaries and
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fellow writers “opposed it decisively.” In light of this, Heym also prompted both
the association and the GDR government to “put right the injustice committed”
against him.*® Evidently, pressure had been put on Heym at this meeting with
regard to Havemann. Thus the association reported to the State Security in late
March 1966 that, following the recent discussion, it was now up to Heym “to
abandon his ties to Havemann.”?

This speech to the association, with which Heym thwarted methods of intimi-
dation based on silence and isolation, was the last straw. Together with Biermann
and Havemann, the Stasi wrote in early March 1966, Heym was to be “muzzled.”®*
Parallel to this, Heym expressed his feelings of uncertainty in private circles. An
informant of the State Security reports in early March 1966 that, according to
Heym, Gertrude, already in hospital following a cardiac infection, could lose her
job due to his political problems and be forced onto minimum pension. He
emphasizes “that he is against capitalism and against West Germany and that
he supports socialism.”®® Naturally he felt existential fear, which he went through
during his fundamental experience of exile: “In this context he told me that he
would not mind if he were to lose everything. In his life, he had often done very
simple jobs, including working as a dishwasher in the USA.” This contact per-
son was unable to report anything further, as she had indulged in Heym’s cognac.

In a further private conversation in August 1966, Heym lamented that he has
been equated with Biermann and Havemann, and yet his stance fundamen-
tally differed from theirs. According to this secret informant, he had shown “a
quite abnormal degree of caution and also a certain fear” that day; he assumed
there were listening devices in his apartment and had insisted on conducting
the conversation on a walk in the open air. Heym had also wanted to obtain
information about criminal procedure from him and would picture the perilous
situation for himself. According to the report, “He is crazy with this excessive
caution.” The report continued that Heym was feeling confined and “unsafe in
his current life” because “he cannot write what he wants and thus sees himself
as completely unfree.” Here, Heym alludes to his efforts concerning Day X."* In
this conversation, Heym also mentioned certain material shortages, according to
the informant.

Only in June 1968 did the Stasi retrospectively report that Heym had dis-
solved his “good connections” to Havemann and allegedly did so “because
HAVEMANN had published his adversarial theses in the foreign and West Ger-
man press. According to H.[eym], this was counterrevolutionary. He was only in
favor of internal dispute. This attitude from H.[eym] shows that he works with
great caution; because in reality he himself publishes his negative concoctions
abroad.”

For the State Security, Heym’s termination of his relationship with Have-
mann was deemed a diversionary tactic “for calculating reasons™* and “to cover
himself”> Heym’s esteem for Havemann would continue, he was “not hostile”
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toward him but “considered him a smart person and valued his thoughts.”
According to the Stasi, he continued to maintain an “indirect relationship with
Havemann” through mutual acquaintances as well as through the holiday resort
of Ahrenshoop,"” while Gertrude Gelbin also had “good contacts” with Have-
mann’s divorced wife Karin.”® As Havemann also wrote more generally, contact
with him after his exclusion from the Party and his employment ban was “risky”:
“The majority of people who were good friends with me or were, at any rate, on
friendly terms, had to be very careful”*

The fact that Heym did not break off his relationship with Havemann out-
right through fear or calculation seems to indicate that his rather “loose ties to
Biermann,” according to the State Security, persisted even if they took a more
sporadic form from then on. Also a crucial factor in Heym’s decision regarding
Havemann was likely the troubled relationship between Gertrude Gelbin and
Robert Havemann. Heym reports in Nachruf Gelbin’s attempts to restrict contact
between the two men because she “sensed the danger that would have arisen if
two long-time recalcitrant and self-absorbed characters such as S.H. and Have-
mann continued to snipe at each other.”™ The State Security, although they saw
Gelbin, too, as unreliable, suspected that she was the driving force behind Heym’s
break with Havemann because she “judges Havemann to be a morally degenerate
person and wants nothing more to do with him.”* According to reports, she had
ceased contact with Havemann out of personal antipathy as late as March 1965."
Of course, the State Security’s concept of morality was dubious, given that it also
used sexually active informants without reservation. Gelbin’s statement presum-
ably refers to Havemann’s relationships with women, yet it is possible that she at
least also sensed far more problematic aspects of Havemann’s personality. This
obviously tense relationship possibly informed Biermann’s description of Gelbin
as “a sharp-tongued old trout.”"

HAVEMANN’S “ERRORS OF A SERIOUS NATURE”

Biermann’s ambivalent evaluation of Heym seems to essentially follow that of
Havemann from the 1970s onward, and must be read in relation to Heym’s break
with his former friend. In his autobiographical work Ein Deutscher Kommunist
(A German Communist), published in 1978, Havemann argues that it had only
ever been Biermann and himself who had expressed “an unequivocal criticism
of the politics of the SED.” The “bourgeois intellectuals” of the GDR, although
almost all of them concurred with him and Biermann, had until the latter’s expa-
triation consistently tried “to escape scot free from Party criticism, to remain
just within the bounds of what was permissible and to provide an ideological
outlet for opposition in the GDR.”™ This was obviously aimed at Heym, whom
Havemann only mentions in a section of the book dealing with Biermann’s
expatriation.
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From the historical simplifications and distortions resulting from such polar-
izations, it becomes apparent that even Havemann’s role in the GDR remained
ambivalent for a long time. For Havemann, this was also true of Heym’s strategy
in the early 1960s of combining fundamental assent to the socialist GDR project
with a need for self-realization strengthened by the deprivations of the National
Socialist era. Similar can be suggested of Biermann, who stood as a candidate for
the SED in 1962 and only took up the role of dissenter after his rejection, which in
1963 was likely due to his personal lifestyle. Relating to Havemann, Hurwitz notes,
for example, an “art of survival and at the same time an extraordinary striving for
autonomy in determining the direction of one’s own life through time con-
straints and conditions of the system.”¢ Similar to Heym at first, Havemann also
increasingly used the initial privileges of the state’s highly valued intelligentsia to
popularize his critical views of GDR politics. In the course of this strategy, both
men went through partially parallel stages of disillusionment with the State.

Unlike Heym, however, as became apparent in 1989, Havemann was also not
afraid of getting rid of personal competitors with the help of the State Secu-
rity. It only became known after the collapse of the GDR that, between 1946
and 1963 and deep into his friendship with Heym, Havemann served as a secret
informant to the KGB, the Ministry for State Security and GDR army reconnais-
sance, particularly reporting on other academics."” Havemann researcher Harold
Hurwitz has thus already inquired as to what extent Havemann took it upon
himself to make “fateful decisions about other people” after the war.”® Among
other things, this manifested itself in his actions against the aforementioned
Walter Hollitscher, whom he knew through Heym. At that time, the erstwhile
friends Havemann and Hollitscher were likely already enemies, yet continued
to maintain personal contact.” By this stage, Havemann’s academic work was
already suffering due to his vast number of political roles in the GDR. Now he
began to wage a smear campaign against Hollitscher, who represented psycho-
analysis, which was deemed undesirable to the GDR authorities. In one review,
Havemann reproached Hollitscher for “a collection of ideological shortcomings”
and“alackof partialityand anirreconcilability towardsreactionaryideologies”and
labeled Freud’s psychoanalysis itself an “antihumanist, barbaric ideology” that
had already been dealt with in the Soviet Union in the 1930s—an only thinly
veiled reference to the Stalinist purges.

By means of an obvious lie, Havemann implied Hollitscher’s cooperation with
the British Secret Service in a report to the SED Central Committee in February
1952, resulting in Hollitscher’s arrest under the orders of the SED Central Com-
mittee in 1953. The Central Committee had already published their Lessons from
the Proceedings against the Slansky Conspirator Center, and Hollitscher, via death
threats, was blackmailed to return to Vienna in order to report from there to the
State Security and later the KGB.™ Probably as a cynical reward for this extorted
cooperation, Hollitscher later received high GDR honors, remaining a regular
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visiting professor at the Karl Marx University in Leipzig for the last twenty years
of his life. Havemann’s quoted remark above, according to which anyone who
gave the finger to the State Security while in prison would soon have to shake
hands with them, appears especially infamous in this context.

Havemann himself also cryptically admitted to his long-standing and ambig-
uous role in the GDR, without going into specific examples. As Havemann wrote
in an unpublished manuscript about his early affirmation of the GDR, obtained
via State files, he made

errors at that time of . . . a serious nature. . . . I was raised to show uncondi-
tional humility before the collective wisdom of the Party. For me, the truth
was: the Party was always right. . . . However, at the time I often had difficulty
understanding the wisdom of the Party to the last detail.

Did Heym know of this entanglement, or at least suspect it? His Nachruf does
not mention it at least, although Heym never shies away from openly naming
other friends and acquaintances who collaborated with the secret service, and is
also definitely critical of Havemann in his writing. He had once openly admired
Havemann, but after the loss of his professorship, he noticed “with horror,”

it is becoming increasingly clear how the personality of the man is changing. It
begins with a growing disinterest in things to do with physics. . . . The ground
has been taken from under him, he now only speaks as a politician, and indeed
one whose power base are the occasional visitors of an improved summer
house in a village near Erkner, all of his thoughts and, however right they may
be, all of his words turn to empty clamor. By this he probably really thinks that
the parties in his home, where he can show off in front of two or three dozen
mostly young people, are significant.’

This is, Heym muses, what Biermann’s importance to Havemann was about.
Havemann had taken on a father figure role with Biermann, partly due to “true
feelings” and partly through a calculated measure since he was “clever enough to
simultaneously see the advantages that Biermann’s loyal entourage bring him.”
Biermann was not able to knock his father figure Havemann from his pedestal until
his autobiography in 2016; regarding his unsettling double role in the GDR, there
is only a persistent silence. Instead, Biermann attacks Heym, whose “patriarchal
attacks”™> likely felt to him as if he were being pushed back into the past. Heym’s
rather sarcastic manner toward Biermann also appears in Nachruf, according to
which everyone knew that Biermann was “a veritable bundle of talents, equally
gifted as a poet and composer, as a singer and actor, and, so that he could also
express these gifts properly, totally extroverted.”® The fact that Heym was ambiva-
lent about a paternal role can also be seen in other biographical constellations of
his life. However, it is also conceivable that Heym felt somewhat excluded from the
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triumvirate as the friendship between Havemann and Biermann deepened, and
that this also motivated the breakup of his friendship with Havemann.

DENATURALIZATION AS A NATIONAL SOCIALIST
PracTicE: HEYM AND THE BIERMANN PROTESTS

These personal constellations did not prevent Heym from maintaining contact
with Biermann after 1966, nor from repeatedly offering him support. As the
State Security reported in 1968, Heym had encouraged Biermann to join
the international PEN Center, despite a narrow majority vote, and to carry out
“strong public promotion of his election.”” Heym sporadically crossed paths
with Biermann, particularly after the death of Gelbin. In 1971, the State Security
reported that Heym had reactivated personal contact with Havemann and Bier-
mann. “Through an unofficial source,” the report says, “it has become known
that Wolf Biermann and Robert Havemann visited Stefan Heym at his apart-
ment in March 1971. H.[eym] was both very surprised and pleased about it” and
even invited Biermann to his marriage with the DEFA practitioner Inge Wiiste,
for which Biermann would nevertheless be indisposed.”*® From then on, Bier-
mann would stay on good personal terms with Inge Wiiste-Heym, which likely
improved his rapport with Heym.

In 1973 Heym, albeit in vain, attended a meeting with the head of the Depart-
ment of Culture of the SED’s Central Committee, Hans-Joachim Hoffmann,
about an appearance by Biermann at the Tenth World Festival of Youth in East
Berlin. In the interim, Heym had been able to publish two novels in the historical
style. Die Schmdbhschrift (The Queen against Defoe) and Der Konig David Beri-
cht (The King David Report) were published almost simultaneously in 1972. Der
Konig David Bericht became the biggest selling novel both in Heym’s GDR career
as well as in all GDR oppositional literature. This was his second historical Jewish
novel in which he articulated criticism of the Stalinist terror through the figure
of the biblical King David. With Der Konig David Bericht, immediately published
in West Germany and only afterward in a minor edition in the GDR, Heym also
celebrated his first success in both Germanies.” The book was translated into
many languages and is his most renowned book internationally even today.

With Der Konig David Bericht, Heym had found his own voice on the GDR
that only increased in topicality after his separation from Havemann. Follow-
ing Havemann and Biermann, he also received an occupational ban in the GDR
because of this, which would stand until 1989. In 1974, the Ministry for State
Security even formed a special force for the three archenemies in their own coun-
try, Biermann, Havemann, and Heym, dubbed the Operative Group of the XX
Main Department, which would then monitor the trio over several operations.™
But even constant surveillance, a publication ban, and several threats of prosecu-
tion did not prevent Heym from continuing to work in the GDR. Alongside a
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multitude of smaller pieces, he added two more major novels to the collection,
Collin (1979) and Ahasver (1983), lending a Jewish voice to GDR oppositional
literature. His novel Schwarzenberg (1984) would also be refused publication in
the GDR.

By the mid-1970s at the latest, Heym had taken on the role of spokesperson
for the GDR opposition. This is especially clear in the protests against the denat-
uralization of Wolf Biermann on 16 November 1976. By November 17, Heym,
alongside Stephan Hermlin, had already gathered a band of twelve GDR authors
and artists whose public appeal against the denaturalization of Wolf Biermann
went global on the same day via the French news agency AFP. Many other artists
signed up to the appeal in the days that followed. This was the first public protest
in the GDR since 17 June 1953. On 20 November 1976, three days after the first
publication of the appeal, a group of signatories were gathered together in the
house of singer and actor Manfred Krug for an unofficial interview with the head
of the Department of Agitation and Propaganda of the SED’s Central Commit-
tee, Werner Lamberz. This interview, which Krug secretly recorded on tape and
published as a transcript in 1996, was predominantly conducted by Heym, who
made a courageous plea on behalf of Biermann.

In the conversation with Lamberz, Heym positions the aforementioned story
of the “Bridge of Sighs” as one of the core parts of his argument. “It was the
second time that I encountered him in such a situation,” Heym said of Bier-
mann. The first time was in 1956, when Biermann had come to him “as a young
student” and asked him for help since finally “something was now happening in
’56,” by which Heym meant the unrest in Hungary that had spread to the GDR.
Biermann had attempted to retaliate with him.™ “That was Biermann,” Heym
summarizes to Lamberz. “If Biermann has become what he is today, so critical,
then it is, Comrade Lamberz, not the fault of Biermann.”** The “extraordinarily
talented” Biermann “with his products made specifically for us [sic],”* Heym
wanted to tell Lamberz, had been falsely made into an enemy by the state.

In this interview with Lamberz, Heym implicitly mobilizes the image of a
defenseless orphan by whose side he diligently stood. Although he does not
explicitly mention Biermann’s father murdered in Auschwitz, he uses Biermann’s
Jewish heritage associatively as a symbol of his victim status also in the GDR
in the space. In particular, Heym utilizes the narrative of the “Bridge of Sighs” in
order to accuse the GDR of National Socialist practices in relation to Biermann’s
denaturalization. With this argument, he presumably wanted to hold GDR lead-
ers to their own antifascist credo and thus put them under moral pressure. Heym
therefore references a polemic against Biermann published a few days previ-
ously in Neues Deutschland, whose author was a former member of the NSDAP.
The terminology of the author and acting editor of Neues Deutschland, Glinter
Kertzscher, is “obtained verbatim [ ... ] from the denaturalization documents of
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the National Socialist state”; the denaturalization itself “is namely a Nazi prac-
tice.”3* The author Jurek Becker, who belonged to Heym’s inner circle together
with Krug from the 1970s, added a comment that the West German broadcaster
SBF had announced Kertzscher’s NSDAP member number. “This is a[n] embar-
rassing matter,” Becker states. “I could weep with shame.”” Without a doubt,
Heym and Becker not only operated strategically here, but they themselves also
felt extremely affected and impassioned as Jewish survivors of the Nazi regime:
Becker had survived the Lodz ghetto as a child, while Heym had experienced a
Nazi denaturalization directly as a young expatriate.

In fact, Kertzscher’s article evokes a series of anti-Semitic clichés such as the
parasite—"“A Herr Biermann could even live here for over ten years without
working”—and the morally depraved liar and exploiter: “The labor movement
has constantly had to do with people who were completely black inside but had
put on a red cap.”s In particular, Kertzscher’s reference to a “duty of loyalty to
the state” that Biermann “consciously, consistently and grossly violated” (bring-
ing the denaturalization on himself) is borrowed from the citizenship law of the
GDR, according to which, the preceding ND article states, “citizens can be denied
their GDR citizenship due to gross violation of their citizen’s duty”¥ Heym also
refers to this passage. Heym’s insistence to Lamberz that it was “precisely the
wording of Nazi commentators™* is corroborated by the almost literal corre-
spondence between the GDR and Nazi legislature. As the GDR Citizenship Law
of 1967 stated that citizenship may be denied to “citizens who reside or remain
outside of the German Democratic Republic due to gross violation of their citi-
zen’s duty,” so does the Nazi “Law on the Revocation of Naturalization and the
Deprivation of German Citizenship” passed in July 1933 and applied primarily to
East European Jews: “German citizenship may be stripped from Germans who
reside abroad and damage German interests through their demeanor there.”

Ironically, Lamberz’s slate was also not entirely clean with regard to National
Socialism. As Der Spiegel had reported in May 1976, he had attended the elite
Nazi institution, the Adolf Hitler School.** Heym was, at the very least, a keen
reader of the Western press and so this may have been well known to him; pos-
sibly, he was also hoping to appeal to Lamberz’s conscience with this argument.
However, Lamberz downplayed the issue with the remark, this is “standard
international law in every state.”* He did not want to confront the particularly
German lines of tradition in hounding Biermann, and Heym’s appeal for leni-
ency with his description of a poignantly naive Biermann who first came to him
asking for advice as a “young student™* in 1956 fell upon Lamberz’s deaf ears.
Naturally, he could not show any sympathy for the dissenter Biermann; even
speaking with Heym was distinctly inconvenient to him. Through this unoffi-
cial conversation with Biermann’s supporters alone, he had likely hung himself
too far out of the window. Only fifteen months later, in March 1978, according
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to official reports, Lamberz died in a helicopter crash in Libya, but his body was
never discovered.'s

JEwisH DissENT IN THE GDR: A PERSPECTIVE

Through his experiences in the 1960s, Heym had developed into an effective voice
of GDR opposition by the 1970s. Based on Heym’s example but also that of a
series of other GDR artists with Jewish family histories—including Jurek Becker,
Wolf Biermann, Thomas Brasch, Giinter Kunert, and Monika Maron—questions
arise not only about the often noted affinity of this group with the GDR but
also about how their connection to their Jewishness catalyzed conflict with the
official GDR narrative, as well as how this mobilized them consciously toward
their dissent. For example, Monika Maron’s rather ambiguously titled first novel
Flight of Ashes (1981), about pollution in the GDR, begins with the burning of the
first-person narrator’s Polish-Jewish grandfather before her birth: “My grandfa-
ther Pawel, they had driven him to a Polish cornfield the year before. When my
grandfather and the other Jews had arrived at the center of the cornfield, they set
it alight on all sides.”** Jurek Becker’s Bronstein’s Children (1986), contrastingly,
turns a Jewish survivor who keeps his tormentor from his concentration camp
captive into a successful metonymy for the GDR regime and its wall.**

It could also be asked to what extent Stefan Heym’s Jewish novels provided
an important impulse for contemporary Jewish writing among young authors of
oppositionalliterature and how far thisliterature formed itself under the precept of
a resolutely Jewish dissent akin to the Jewish dissenters of the Soviet Union.
Of Heym, at least, this can be claimed convincingly. After attempts to determine
a position against the GDR, Heym emerged as a firmly critical and Jewish voice
with his novel Lassalle at the end of the 1960s; he finally established his develop-
ment as a dissenter firmly in the context of his Jewish biography in Nachruf,
beginning with his circumcision. At the end, he questions how his “memory will
live on”; to know this, he would have to wait “until I have been carried onto the
final part of my journey.”¢ Even on this topic, Heym was awkward. The Jewish
atheist and dissenter who had asked himself about Israel in Nachruf and whether
“this land [was] his land” and “these Jews his people”# died on 16 December
2001 after a swimming accident in the Dead Sea at En Bokek.
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CHAPTER 8

<

ERNST BLOCH'S
ESCHATOLOGICAL
MARXISM

Michael Meng

Like its Western competitor, the German Democratic Republic (GDR) emerged
from the cauldron that was the Weimar Republic. Its stalwart leaders—Walter
Ulbricht and Erich Honecker—both became diehard Communists in the inter-
war years, as did many other Germans who made a mark on the history of East
Germany. Prominent among these was Ernst Bloch, the country’s most famous
and significant Marxist thinker, who returned to the GDR from exile in 1949 to
teach at the University of Leipzig before defecting for the West in 1961. Bloch
shared little in common with his party leaders other than owing his forma-
tive experience to the Weimar Republic, and perhaps not even that." For Bloch
emerged from the Weimar Germany that produced not only Communist agita-
tors but also a number of thinkers, many of Jewish origin, who thought about
eschatology, about what is outermost, most mysterious; about what seems far-
thest from yet nearest to each of us: death, the end of time (chronos ouketi estai).?

Marxists do not typically think about death, at least not in public, and espe-
cially not bureaucrats like Ulbricht and Honecker. This is partly because Marx,
unlike Hegel, rarely wrote about death and partly because death, as Bloch under-
stood, poses a problem to the Marxist project of human emancipation.® Bloch,
however, was an unusual Marxist thinker who wrote about death at length,
prompting Theodor W. Adorno to praise Bloch for getting “to the heart of the
matter.”*

Bloch gets to the heart of matter because he believes that freedom, equality, and
peace cannot be achieved without accepting or overcoming death. Unlike Marx,
who suggests that the equalization of material resources and self-realization
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through labor in the Communist utopia will satisfy the human being, Bloch does
not believe that distributive justice and labor will usher in human satisfaction.’
To be sure, Bloch remains committed to overthrowing capitalism, but its over-
throw alone is not enough, for something else ails the human—the metaphysical
pain of death, the pain that we face like no other living beings do:

The dying ego has always before it that pulverizing, annihilating dread so
peculiar to man, for animals fear dying, not death. They have no self-conscious
ego that can foresee its own annihilation, and can fear the plain and final fact
of death even more than it fears the act of dying. Where then can man find
strength to face this outright and immediate devaluation?®

Bloch asks in this passage, How does one “deal” with death? In his magnum
opus, The Principle of Hope, Bloch sought to combat death through a philoso-
phy of hope, through a philosophy of overcoming the despair of mortality that
he expressed by invoking the Latin expression non omnis confundar (let me not
be utterly destroyed). While inspired by the religious orientation toward salva-
tion from death as manifested particularly in the Judeo-Christian tradition,
Bloch insisted that true freedom from death must be atheistic in the sense that
it must be envisioned and realized in the world. Otherwise it will fail to free
us from fearful subservience to death, “the absolute master,” and the various
regimes of authority that depend on that fear, not least the regime of theism
that locates salvation in a heavenly realm and thus enslaves humans to a higher
authority.

In what follows, I explore these arguments in three sections. The first sec-
tion focuses on death as an impediment to human freedom, specifically Bloch’s
claim that the interpretation of death as “something” frightening and mysteri-
ous underpins regimes of domination, as exemplified in the case of Nazism.
The second section discusses Bloch’s utopian project of hope as centered on
overcoming death. The third section briefly brings these two parts together to
underscore the distinctiveness of Bloch’s ostensibly “Jewish” contribution to the
political rebuilding of post-Nazi Germany, a distinctiveness that consists in his
concern with death and the eschatological tradition of the Jewish and Christian
religions.*

Bloch’s focus on death might seem like an unusual chapter in the postwar
history of Jews and Jewish life in Germany even within the particular history
of German Communists of Jewish heritage who became attracted to Commu-
nism.® Bloch is indeed unusual as a philosopher in general and as a Marxist
in particular. Yet therein consists his intervention as an eschatological thinker
whose focus on death calls into question the notion of freedom dominant on
both sides of the Berlin Wall. His religious sensitivity to metaphysical suffering
brings him to argue that the standard way of thinking about freedom in postwar
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Germany—namely, the capitalist alignment of freedom with the satisfaction of
material desires—will not yield human freedom and satisfaction.” For Bloch,
there can be no political freedom without freedom from death."

DEATH AND NAZISM

One of the most original aspects of Bloch’s interpretation of Nazism lies in his
exploration of the centrality of death to Hitler’s movement. While Bloch’s ellip-
tical, poetic style of philosophical reflection never brings him to offer a con-
cise expression of his argument, the most fundamental elements of his position
can nevertheless be pieced together from his corpus. The starting point of his
exploration into the relationship between death and Nazism consists in his basic
understanding of authority as originating from vulnerability and fear—the most
basic of which pertaining to death: people turn to regimes of authority in the
face of suffering and death. They seek authority to be saved from a threat. That
authoritarianism arises from insecurity and fear is hardly a new thought; one
thinks of Sophocles, who draws a connection between death and authority in
Oedipus the King, or of G. W. E. Hegel, who does so in his master-slave narrative
in The Phenomenology of Spirit.

The latter, as the most obvious source for Bloch, warrants a brief discussion.
In the master-slave narrative, Hegel suggests that a fight for prestige or recogni-
tion breaks out between two persons who both desire to be acknowledged by the
other as the particular individual (Einzelnes) that they conceive themselves to
be. This fight to the death ends with one of them capitulating to the other. The
one who capitulates, the slave, trembles in the face of death and thus becomes
enslaved to the master, who does not succumb to the fear of death.

Hence, authoritarianism (Herrschaft) rests on fear for Hegel. And yet fear,
as what enslaves, also frees insofar as it reveals to the slave what he or she must
overcome to achieve genuine and radical freedom: the slave must be freed from
death to be fully free. Specifically, the slave realizes that freedom comes through
working for the survival of the community.” The slave becomes conscious of his
true humanity as a communal being who lives and works for the higher end of
the community and, in so doing, becomes freed of the egoistic attachment to his
own particular life, which compelled the slave to fight for recognition in the first
place.

Hegel’s master-slave narrative can be boiled down to two claims: first, that
domination depends on the fear of death; and second, that liberation from death
is the necessary and sufficient condition for human freedom from domination.
Bloch affirms these two claims, though he gives his own interpretations of them
through his understanding of Nazism and his philosophy of hope, respectively.
Let us begin with the former.
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By thinking about the relationship between death and Nazism, Bloch focuses
on the way in which Nazism glorified the “heroic” struggle against death on the
battlefield. Vainglory was the greatest and most noble promise Nazism had to
offer; the only consolation for death it could come up with was the age-old Ach-
illean hope for immortal glory (kleos), a hope that has animated warriors and
authoritarians for centuries. The famous quote by Napoleon comes to mind
here: “I live only for posterity,” he said. “Death is nothing, but to live defeated
and without glory is to die every day.”»

Bloch himself cites Ernst Jiinger, who, perhaps more than any other German
writer, affirmed the excitement and glory of war in Storm of Steel:

Opver the ruins, as over all the most dangerous parts of the terrain, lay a heavy
smell of death, because the fire was so intense that no one could bother with
the corpses. You really did have to run for your life in these places, and when
I caught the smell of it as I ran, I was hardly surprised—it belonged there.
Moreover, this heavy sweetish atmosphere was not merely disgusting; it also,
in association with the piercing fogs of gunpowder, brought about an almost
visionary excitement, that otherwise only the extreme nearness of death is able
to produce.™

For Bloch, Jiinger’s glorification of struggling against death with manly fortitude
betrays the impoverishment and vapidity of bourgeois life, a life of boredom
that, in desperation, becomes attracted to death as a “wild ending.”>

While this characterization of Jiinger might be dismissed as a bland assertion
of Marxist orthodoxy, to do so would be to miss the more penetrating philo-
sophical point that lies behind it, a point that Bloch makes in his polemic with
Martin Heidegger. Bloch views Heidegger as a bourgeois philosopher of death
who beckons us to embrace the mystery and loneliness of death. For Heidegger,
death is one’s ownmost possibility. It “belongs” to the individual and to the indi-
vidual alone. One’s own death cannot be exchanged with anyone else; in Hei-
degger’s words, death is nonrelational (unbeziiglich). There is thus no common
experience of death, since death is a burden that each Dasein (being-there, or
there-being) confronts on its own. What is most “mine,” my death, I cannot share
with anyone.

The consequence of Heidegger’s insistence on death as nonrelational is that
any attempt to create a society around what might be said to bring humans
together must fail in the face of death as one’s ownmost, nonrelational possibil-
ity. Death pulls asunder any and all social relations as illusory attempts to bridge
a divide that cannot be bridged. By making this claim, Heidegger challenges not
only Hegel’s argument that human reality is inherently social but also Hegel’s
insistence on the possibility of overcoming death in and through the community.
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For Heidegger, Hegel’s attempt to overcome death is yet another inauthentic eva-
sion of death as one’s ownmost possibility. Indeed, any and all forms of social-
ity hide our essential solitude as being-towards-death (Sein zum Tode); sociality
evades death as what individuates us and separates us from others.

Few claims by Heidegger are more destructive of sociality, as Bloch under-
stood.” For Bloch, a Hegelian-Marxist thinker, there is only one life: the social
life. Thus to think of sociality as an illusion or evasion is to embrace the bour-
geois valorization of the individual as completely and radically isolated or,
as Bloch puts it, to think of the human as completely and radically alone in
the world, as solus ipse.” In Heidegger, Bloch sees a petit bourgeois thinker
whose insistence on death as the most individuating of possibilities advances
a destructive politics of asociality in the guise of ontology; a politics that con-
demns rational relations with others to the realm of inauthenticity.” Moreover,
Bloch recognizes that Heidegger undermines any notion of salvation from
death, be it the theistic belief in the immortality of the soul or the atheis-
tic overcoming of death through the community. There is no salvation from
death for Heidegger. As Bloch puts it, “There is no consolation against death
as the positively recognized and acknowledged ‘downright nullity’ of exis-
tence itself.”” Finally, Bloch argues that Heidegger turns death into a source of
authority that bears an affinity with the theistic creation of God as an authority
that compels unquestioned compliance through fear.>* For Bloch, Heidegger
is a theist whose insistence on the mystery of death establishes death as an
authority outside what the human can know absolutely and master finally. In
so doing, he affirms the hegemony of nature—of death—over any and all striv-
ings for human freedom. Heidegger’s philosophy of death blocks the utopian
freedom that Bloch envisions as possible.

In this respect, Bloch characterizes Heidegger as espousing a “pro-fascist
nihilism.”> What makes Heidegger both a nihilist and a fascist? With regards
first to nihilism, the central issue for Bloch is Heidegger’s denial of the possi-
bility of communality in the face of the loneliness and individuality of death.”
Heidegger’s insistence on the solitary individual is nihilistic for Bloch because
it challenges one of the bedrock claims of the Hegelian-Marxist tradition: that
the human is essentially a communal being. Hegel develops this claim in The
Phenomenology of Spirit, where he demonstrates that the realization of the self
depends essentially on the other (the “I” cannot be an ego or an “I” without being
social; i.e., without being recognized as such in and by language by the other).
The Hegelian scholar Michael Forster summarizes this point as follows: “[The]
Hegelian man, through coming to recognize in these ways that his very existence
and identity, and also the realization of all his deepest aspirations, depend essen-
tially on his community and his conformity with it, loses all sense of himself as a
being ontologically or practically autonomous of his community.”¢
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This basic insight informs Marx’s understanding of the human as essentially
communal. As for Hegel, so too for Marx—we can never be completely alone in
the world insofar as we live and interact in it with others.” To say otherwise is to
deny the essence of the human as a social being or “species-being” (Gattungswe-
sen), to invoke Marx’s term.* This denial lies at the heart of the capitalist system,
which alienates the individual from its essence as a social being. As Marx explains
in the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844:

In estranging from man . . . his own active functions, his life activity, estranged
labor estranges the species from man. It changes for him the life of the species
into a means of individual life. First it estranges the life of the species and
individual life, and secondly it makes individual life in its abstract form the
purpose of the life of the species, likewise in its abstract and estranged form.”

By aligning labor solely with the individualistic end of pursuing one’s own inter-
ests, capitalism alienates us from ourselves, from our very humanity, because
what we truly are is social. Put in the terms Bloch employs, capitalism is nihilistic
because it rejects the essential sociality of the human being.

The same is the case with fascism. According to Bloch, fascism is nihilistic in
its glorification of the individualistic, egoistic rule of the master and the warrior
as evident in the example of Hitler, who asserted himself over others and aimed
to win “immortal glory” through war and empire. Hitler’s claim to be acting for
the greater glory of the German nation merely masked his true, egoistic motives.
Heidegger, on this score, is more complicated insofar as he finds consolation
neither in the impulse to dominate nor in the striving to be remembered, since
he finds no consolation for death. Nothing saves one from death, not action,
not hierarchy, not commemoration—nothing at all. Nevertheless, Heidegger’s
emphasis on the individuality and loneliness of death brings him into the fascist
camp for Bloch because he not only denies but blocks the possibility of building
an egalitarian and peaceful society in his philosophy of death.

DEATH AND SALVATION

Bloch counters Heidegger with a philosophy of hope that hinges on overcoming
the fear of death, “the power of the strongest non-utopia.”* This focus on death
makes Bloch an unusual Marxist thinker; indeed, one would be hard pressed to
come up with another Marxist thinker of Bloch’s stature who connects freedom
with overcoming the fear of death as he does.® In a conversation with Bloch,
Theodor W. Adorno came to the same conclusion:

It moved me very much, Ernst, that you were the one who touched on this, for
my own thinking has been circling around this point in recent times—that



156 MICHAEL MENG

the question about the elimination of death is indeed the crucial point. This
is the heart of the matter. ... I believe that without the notion of an unfettered
life, freed from death, the idea of utopia, the idea of the utopia, cannot even be
thought at all.*

This comment might prompt one to wonder if it even makes sense to character-
ize Bloch as a Marxist thinker, since Marx takes such a different approach to the
issue of human freedom. To review briefly, Marx suggests that the central imped-
iment to freedom lies in the capitalist system, which valorizes the individual,
egoistic pursuit of wealth and thus alienates the human from his or her “social
existence” (gesellschaftliches Dasein). Under capitalism one interacts and lives in
the world purely for the sake of advancing one’s own individual existence (indiv-
iduelle Existenz) at the expense of others. This enslavement to naked self-interest
is pernicious for Marx not only because it leads to domination and oppression
but also because it alienates the human from its essence as a social being.

If self-interest is the central problem for Marx, the panacea is overcoming
it in one of two ways. The first is through the revolutionary establishment of a
society oriented toward the flourishing of the whole over the selfish pursuit of
one’s own interests; in this purely selfless society, one would labor for the sake
of the community. The second is through the revolutionary establishment of a
society that enables creative activity to flourish with, as its aim, self-realization;
in this society, one would labor for one’s own fulfillment in full consciousness
of one’s essential dependence on others for that fulfillment. The former leads to
self-abnegation, the latter to the enrichment of individuality within and through
the community.

While these two possibilities could not be more different, they both offer a
resolution to the same problem of self-interest as understood narrowly by Marx
in materialistic terms.”> Marx aligns self-interest with the capitalistic pursuit of
money and the commodification of labor, not with the selfish struggle for pres-
tige and recognition as Hegel does. Indeed, Marx rewrites Hegel’s master-slave
narrative as pertaining to the domination of the laborer by the capitalist.”* While
one could interpret the capitalist pursuit of money as a form of recognition—as
a vain and selfish response to death—Marx does not advance that interpretation
himself. Rather, he argues that capitalism has transformed us into self-interested
beings habituated to the pursuit of wealth.

But is this so? Is selfishness a product of capitalism? And can it therefore be
overcome through a revolutionary change in the material conditions of human
life? While Bloch does not offer a direct answer to these questions, he intimates
in a passage on self-preservation in The Principle of Hope that the inherently self-
interested “drive” to preserve oneself—though it courses through all history, not
just the capitalist era—need not necessarily be egoistic and selfish. There can be,
for Bloch, a universal form of self-interest oriented toward communal solidarity
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and freedom. If this position aligns him with the Marxist camp, he departs from
it in claiming that communal solidarity and freedom can only come into realiza-
tion, if it can be realized at all, by resolving the perplexity of death.’

How might the perplexity of death be resolved? It is not clear that Bloch
thinks it can be resolved pace Hegel, though he appreciates human efforts to
resist death as he makes clear in his discussion of various beliefs in immortality.
One might be tempted, therefore, to conclude that Bloch offers little more than
praising salvation as a “noble” yet futile act of resistance against mortality; if so,
then utopia turns out to be a hope and nothing more in the face of “the Jaws of
death [that] grind everything.”” When one comes across phrases such as this, it
is difficult not to view Bloch as offering nothing more than Sisyphean protests
against death, protests that are vain but noble insofar as they demonstrate the
strength of human resistance. Yet this characterization of Bloch’s position is not
entirely fair because he seems to be grasping for something different, at least in
the most suggestive passages of The Principle of Hope and The Spirit of Utopia.*®
In those passages, Bloch develops a notion of salvation around overcoming the
fear of death.

Bloch asks, “How do we shake off the final fear?”” We cannot shake it off, he
insists, by evading death, for evasion is the bourgeois solution to death:

Men have never been anxious to count their ever dwindling years, yet what is
bourgeois and merely lives from one day to the next is encouraged, among many
other things, not to look to the end at all. . . . Dying is pushed away . . . Thus we
live from one day to the next and into the night, no thought must ever be given
to the worst end which is yet to come. This wish is simply to hear and to see
nothing of it, even when the end is here. Thus fear at least shrinks, becomes flat,
like so much else.*®

The bourgeois evasion of death manifests itself above all in the superficiality of
American culture, which turns away from the suffering of life and thus of life
itself by elevating material success and comfort as the highest goal of human
striving.®

If Bloch rejects this response to death, it is difficult to pinpoint what he pre-
fers as an alternative, since he explores several possibilities in his work, two of
which stand out as noteworthy. The first comes from Bloch’s early work, The
Spirit of Utopia (1918), where he envisions the overcoming of bourgeois superfici-
ality by the creation of a radically new society that embraces death and suffering
rather than evading it. According to this possibility, the goal of socialism would
be to accept suffering, a most unconventional thought in the context of Western
Marxism; indeed, one might say it is not “Western” but “Eastern,” as Bloch sug-
gests in his invocation of Fyodor Dostoevsky to describe what the new life, the
new communitarian society, will inaugurate:
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Then human beings will finally be free for those concerns and questions which
alone are practical, which otherwise only await them at their hour of death
after their entire restless life up to then had done nothing but seal them off
from everything essential. . .. We are not becoming free for ourselves, as should
already have been evident, just to fall asleep more easily, or to universalize the
agreeable idleness of a particular upper class; we are not struggling to regain
Dickens at best, or Victorian England’s cozy fireplace; rather, this is the goal,
the eminently practical goal, the basic motif of socialist ideology: to bestow on
every human time outside of work, his own need, boredom, wretchedness, pri-
vation and gloom, his own submerged light calling, a life in the Dostoevskyan

sense.*

This passage suggests that the Communist utopia will not offer salvation from
human suffering but rather freedom from salvation so as to allow each indi-
vidual to face his or her own suffering. Bloch imagines the creation of a com-
munity born of sober respect for suffering in which one’s solidarity with others
and one’s work in the community takes on a richness not experienced hitherto.
This richness comes from an awareness of the fragility of life, an awareness that
enables one to engage in the world and with others in a profoundly different way.
While Bloch does not describe what precisely this new way of interacting in the
world would entail, his reference to Dostoevsky provides a clue. In The Brothers
Karamazov, Dostoevsky discusses, among other themes, communal solidarity as
a response to the loneliness and solitude of death, a response that rejects the
conventional, egoistic reaction to death centered on the selfish valorization of
one’s own suffering over and against the suffering of the other. Whereas the valo-
rization of one’s own suffering encourages one to accord preference to oneself
over another, the relinquishment of that valorization allows one to live and work
for others. One responds to the solitude of death not by isolating oneself from
society but by living in it for oneself and for others. Dostoevsky elegantly makes
this point in the following passage:

In order to make the world over anew, people themselves must turn onto a dif-
ferent path psychically. Until one has indeed become the brother of all, there
will be no brotherhood. No science or self-interest will ever enable people to
share their property and their rights among themselves without offense. Each
will always think his share too small, and they will keep murmuring, they will
envy and destroy one another. You ask when it will come true. It will come
true, but first the period of human isolation must conclude. . . . [The isola-
tion] which is now reigning everywhere, especially in our age, but it is not all
concluded yet, its term has not come. For everyone now strives most of all to
separate his person, wishing to experience the fullness of life within himself,
and yet what comes of all his efforts is not the fullness of life but full suicide,
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for instead of the fullness of self-definition, they fall into complete isolation.
For all men in our age are separated into units, each seeks seclusion in his own
hole, each withdraws from the others, hides himself, and hides what he has,
and ends by pushing himself away from people and pushing people away from
himself. He accumulates wealth in solitude, thinking: how strong, how secure I
am now; and does not see, madman as he is, that the more he accumulates, the
more he sinks into suicidal impotence. For he is accustomed to relying only on
himself, he has separated his unit from the whole, he has accustomed his soul
to not believing in people’s help, in people or mankind, and now only trembles
lest his money and his acquired privileges perish.

Dostoevsky argues that death can bring a community together only if people
give up their selfishness to live for others. Bloch tends to agree with this point,*
though he equivocates insofar as he also envisions the flourishing of the indi-
vidual through work.®

This equivocation on Bloch’s part brings up the second alternative to bour-
geois superficiality that he explores, chiefly in The Principle of Hope, where he
advances a different notion of salvation from death.* Rather than embrac-
ing suffering a la Dostoevsky, Bloch celebrates the futural orientation of our
being-towards-death as opening up the possibility of hope, of the new, of the
“not-yet-become.” Bloch views our finite, unfinished condition as salutary; he
embraces the “astonishment” and “exuberance” of life as the always inexhaust-
ible unfolding of what has not yet been realized, achieved, and become.® The
future possibility of the new staves off the despair of death—the ebullience of
the change that finitude inevitably brings takes away the sting of death.

Bloch seems to be gesturing at a new way of living afforded by the revolutionary
overcoming of bourgeois life, a new way of interacting in the world that embraces
the immediacy of the moment freed from the need to preserve that moment in
some kind of regime of permanency. In the Communist utopia, then, one would
create not for the purpose of preserving something of oneself—of leaving a trace
after one’s death—but rather in exuberant and joyful protest against death: “Now
it is precisely this joy and this form of astonishment which seek to look forward
to death with strange certainty: not only as a journey of the extremest order but as a
setting-free precisely of the—exuberance of life”+ Although Bloch does not develop
this claim in much detail, he seems to be offering here an interpretation of Marx’s
understanding of the human as a self-consciously free and creative being—that
is, a being aware of the fact that it creates not only to satisfy immediate physical
needs but also in freedom therefrom.* That freedom comes for Bloch above all
from awareness of death: we become aware of the fact that we create to satisfy
the human desire for salvation or what Bloch refers to as the imperative of non
omnis confundar (let me not be utterly destroyed). This desire for salvation leads
to creative protests against death that Bloch celebrates as distinctly human. To be
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human for Bloch is to act, to produce, to create in rebellion against the limitations
and injustice of nature.

It is not fully clear how Bloch squares this affirmation of creativity with
his Hegelian-Marxist commitment to egalitarianism. The problem lies in the
basic Hegelian understanding of action as arising from the selfish desire to be
recognized by others as a particular individual (Einzelnes). This desire leads to
inequality, violence, and the propensity to accord preference to one’s own inter-
ests above those of others. To find a way out of this problem, Hegel supports the
ancient Greek fusion of individual and communal interest. If Bloch embraces
a similar solution, then his Communist utopia would recast individual action
against death in communal terms such that one acts in solidarity with others
who also face the loneliness of death. Bloch does not directly suggest such a
solution, but it seems to be the most plausible one available in light of his politi-
cal commitment to egalitarianism.

BLocH AND BUILDING A NEw GERMANY

By according such significant attention to death, Bloch is an untimely thinker,
now and in the postwar era in which he wrote and taught, both in East Ger-
many (where he worked until 1961) and in West Germany (where he lived until
his death in 1977). There is no other thinker in the postwar era who writes as
directly about death as Bloch, aside from his philosophical counterpart, Martin
Heidegger, who challenges the need for salvation from death that Bloch, for the
most part, elevates as human and beautiful. This striking focus on salvation and
death can be understood within the historical-cultural setting in which Bloch
emerged as an intellectual—namely, the Weimar Republic. The historian Paul R.
Mendes-Flohr astutely situates Bloch within the Weimar renaissance of Jewish
culture and thought, which was concerned with, among other things, escha-
tological questions about death and redemption. Recall the first lines of Franz
Rosenzweig’s The Star of Redemption, a book partly written while Rosenzweig
fought in World War I:

From death, it is from the fear of death that all cognition of the All begins. Phi-
losophy has the audacity to cast off the fear of the earthly, to remove from death
its poisonous sting, from Hades his pestilential breath. All that is mortal lives
in this fear of death; every new birth multiples the fear for a new reason, for it
multiples that which is mortal. The womb of the inexhaustible earth ceaselessly
gives birth to what is new, and each one is subject to death; each newly born waits
with fear and trembling for the day of its passage into the dark.*

That Rosenzweig’s—and Bloch’s—concerns with death and salvation partly
come from the serious attention they paid to the Jewish and Christian religious
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traditions is an obvious and pedantic point; less obvious and more interesting is
the political importance of their focus on death and salvation in the context of
postwar German-Jewish history.

Bloch’s contribution to the rebuilding of Jewish life in Germany can be char-
acterized as political, albeit not in the conventional sense of Jewish engagement
in state policies but rather in the sense of the fundamental questions he raises
about freedom and equality.* Bloch suggests that freedom and equality can only
be achieved in a community that addresses the pain and suffering of death. While
this view might be dismissed as eccentric, Bloch is convinced that the standard,
materialist notion of freedom will not establish the peaceful, free, and egalitar-
ian society it promises to create. The overcoming of capitalism is a necessary
but not sufficient condition for freedom and equality, since it fails to confront
death—the deepest origin of human anguish, suffering, and violence. A great
deal is at stake for Bloch. For if we fail to confront death, we open the door to
resigned submission to and violent protest against death; we let in Heidegger and
Junger, the bourgeois philosopher who teaches impotence in the face of death
and the fascist warrior who bravely welcomes death.>* If we fail to confront death,
then we accept death as the basic limiting condition of human life that perma-
nently blocks a truly free and utopian society from ever coming into existence.

Bloch believes that the left must offer a different response to death. But what is
that response exactly? Should the left offer Dostoyevskian acceptance of suffering
and death as the basis of communal solidarity? Or should it strive to overcome
death or, at minimum, diminish the pain it brings? Should it argue for accepting
mortality or overcoming it? In the main, Bloch sides with overcoming death in
the metaphorical sense of combatting mortality through some notion of salva-
tion in the world (e.g., achieving permanency through work for the community
or sacrificing oneself for the Communist cause).” In this respect, he sees the
revolutionary message of Christianity in its admission of the likeness between
God and man: “Christianity triumphed in the early centuries with the call, ‘I
am the resurrection and the life!’ It triumphed with the Sermon on the Mount
and with eschatology.”s* By recovering utopian hopes of eternal life, albeit in the
world, Bloch ultimately gave Marxism a new and different form—a distinctly
religious form that underscored the central importance of metaphysical suffer-
ing to building a new Germany and to constructing a new world of equality and
freedom; a world freed from the fear of death.
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DIASPORIC PLACE-MAKING
IN BARBARA HONIGMANN

Katja Garloff

It may seem odd to include an essay on Barbara Honigmann in a volume that
explores the rebuilding of Jewish life in postwar Germany, as Honigmann appears
to have done the opposite when she abandoned the life that her Jewish parents
had tried to build after arriving in East Berlin in 1946, following years of exile in
London. Her mother, Litzi Friedmann, was a Viennese Communist of Hungarian
Jewish origins and her father, Georg Honigmann, was a German Jew who after
his return to Germany worked as an editor, journalist, film producer, and caba-
ret director. While Judaism in a religious or cultural sense seems to have played
no role in her parents’ home, Honigmann herself began in the 1970s what she
described as a “search for a minimum of Jewish identity in my life.”* She started
learning Hebrew, got married in a Jewish ceremony, and in 1984 left the GDR for
Strasbourg, a French city close to the German border that is home to a sizable
and vibrant Jewish community.* It is here that she wrote her first collection of
prose texts, Roman von einem Kinde, which upon its publication in 1986 became
an instant success on the German book market. Honigmann would stage and
restage this central fact of her life—that she became a German-language writer at
the moment she left Germany to live a more consciously Jewish life—in a series of
literary and essayistic texts. One of the main motives of her oeuvre, one may say,
is the birth of writing from the spirit of departure.

In this essay I suggest that in all her emphasis on departure and exile, Barbara
Honigmann also invites us to rethink concepts such as “return” and “rebuild-
ing” Like much contemporary German-Jewish literature, Honigmann’s writing
is characterized by a tension between displacement and (re)settlement. Displace-
ment is a central theme in many recent German-Jewish writers, whose experi-
ences of migration and diaspora inform their literary works. At the same time,
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they emphatically depict scenes of arrival, dwell on locations, and turn spaces
into places by investing them with personal meaning and emotional significance.
Honigmann’s 2015 Chronik meiner Strafle (Chronicle of my street), which relates
how a run-down street in Strasbourg becomes the narrator’s permanent home
as she retells the stories of the street’s residents, is one example of such diasporic
place-making. I propose to read this form of place-making together with two
other spatial motifs frequently encountered in Honigmann’s work: her parents’
return to Germany, which she scrutinizes quite critically, and her own visits to
Jewish cemeteries, which help her reconnect to the Jewish past and imagine
a Jewish future.

Honigmann’s work hovers between history, autobiography, and fiction in a
way that marks it as autofiction, a term that has been applied to this work by
critics and by the author herself. Autofiction is a form of autobiographical writ-
ing that emerged toward the end of the twentieth century at a time when post-
modern aesthetics had called into question the unity of the self and the stability
of linguistic reference. Honigmann used the term in a 2002 lecture, in which she
criticized the attempt to reduce her literary work to her biography and empha-
sized the at least partially fictitious character of all autobiographical writing:
“Autofiction. Autobiographical writing lies somewhere in the middle between
diary and novel. It is fiction not only because every transformation of reality into
writing is fiction but also because its project of self-examination, self-discovery,
and self-revelation is to at least the same degree always also self-staging and self-
fictionalization, a transformation of one’s life into a novel, sometimes in fact a
self-mythologization. In this sense autobiographical writing can be more nov-
elistic than a novel.”” The historian Yfaat Weiss has suggested that Honigmann’s
autofiction allows for the constant variation of a life story that has historical
significance; that the genre enables the author to wrest her stories away from the
specific historical context and give them a universal meaning.* My essay contin-
ues this line of thought and proposes that as Honigmann narrates experiences
that are at their core historical but not tied to a single meaning, she elaborates
new possibilities out of the concepts of displacement, return, and settlement.
She offers her own and unique vision of what it might mean to rebuild Jewish
life—on French territory, to be sure, but also in German literature and culture.

RETURNING TO GERMANY

The decision of her parents, who were Communists and refugees from Nazism,
to move to East Germany and help build a new socialist state after the Second
World War is an important reference point throughout the work of Honigmann.
She repeatedly criticizes the blind spots and self-delusions that informed this
decision, which ultimately left her parents with an exacerbated sense of dis-
placement. Her own development into a practicing Jew and a German-language
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author living in France emerges as an alternative to her parents’ precarious settle-
ment in East Germany. In pitting her own departure against her parents’ return, I
argue, Honigmann ends up reworking the very meaning of return.

The dialectic between departure and return already plays out in Honigmann’s
1991 A Love Made Out of Nothing. The book’s narrator, a young Jewish woman
working at a theater, leaves the GDR for Paris in the hope of gaining new experi-
ences and perspectives. But she soon finds that by going to Paris she involuntarily
repeats the journey of her parents, who during the Third Reich were persecuted
both as Jews and as socialists and forced into Parisian exile. The book never fully
resolves the tension between these two different conceptions of exile—of exile as a
grand awakening to new possibilities and of exile as the result of persecution and
expulsion—leaving us with a peculiar sense of circularity and “stuckness.” As the
narrator states at one point, “Perhaps more than anything else, I've been running
away from my parents and yet still go on trotting along behind them.”s Only at
the very end does the narrator stand a certain chance of breaking the cycle of rep-
etitions. After attending her father’s funeral in Berlin, she departs a second time
for Paris, and while sitting on the train, she closes the window curtains because
she cannot endure seeing the scenery “once again.”® Significantly, the narrator’s
refusal to reenact her parents’ past “once again” coincides with the beginning of
her own writing. Among the belongings of her deceased father she had found a
notebook he had kept after the end of the war, and now, while leaving Germany
for good, she decides to fill the remaining empty pages with her own entries.

Throughout the book, the narrator suggests that her parents’ return to
Germany did not lead to a more settled life but rather created a sense of per-
manent displacement. Thus they moved in social circles composed of former
emigrants and kept their distance from most Germans, yet they did not iden-
tify with Jews and Judaism in any positive way. At one point she speculates
that the parents, who escaped Nazi persecution during the war yet afterward
were haunted by images of the Holocaust, suffered from survivor’s guilt and
desperately sought to distance themselves from the past:

That must have been a heavy burden—so heavy that they always acted as if
they hadn’t had anything to do with all that. ... And in the end, they’d come to
Berlin to build a new Germany, one which was to be entirely different from the
old one, and, for that reason, it would be better not to talk about the Jews at all
anymore [deshalb wollte man von den Juden besser gar nicht mehr sprechen].
But somehow things didn’t work out and the day came when they even had to
justify their choice of the country where they’d spent their exile—why was it a
Western country and not the Soviet Union?’

The use of the indefinite personal pronoun man (you) in this passage creates
some ambiguity. To whom does man refer—that is, who no longer wants to talk
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about the Jews? While the narrator appears to refer to her parents’ desire for
a radically new beginning, man also alludes to the GDR at large, which glori-
fied political resistance to Nazism and eschewed a commemoration of the Jewish
victims of the Holocaust.® The mention of subsequent discrimination against
remigrants from Western countries vaguely evokes the ideological opposition
between political and “racial” refugees. Beyond survivor’s guilt and public silenc-
ing, there are additional reasons for the parents’ persistent sense of displacement.
The mother never felt at home in Berlin because she was not from Germany to
begin with (in the novel she is from Bulgaria; in reality, Honigmann’s mother
was born in Vienna to Hungarian Jewish parents). The father’s rather abrupt
adoption of a Communist worldview and identity intensified his sense of dis-
placement and disorientation, of which his multiple failed marriages seem to be
a corollary. As he himself states, “Actually I don’t know where I'm from and don’t
even know where I belong now.” As we have seen, the narrator both reenacts
this model and distances herself from it. Ultimately, A Love Made Out of Nothing
shows how the narrator becomes a writer while thinking through her parents’
fraught attempt at resettlement.

A Love Made Out of Nothing is a prime example of autofiction. The book car-
ries no subtitle or genre designation, yet its paratexts help establish what Philippe
Lejeune has called the “autobiographical pact”—that is, they set up readers’ expec-
tations that the events relayed in the text reflect the author’s experience.® The
German jacket copy announces the book’s autobiographical character—“Barbara
Honigmann reports on her childhood in East Berlin”*—and provides details
of the author’s background that correspond to the narrator’s life as depicted in
the literary text. A closer reading, however, reveals some differences between the
lives of author and narrator, suggesting the presence of other fictitious elements
in the text. For example, in A Love Made Out of Nothing the narrator’s mother
is from Bulgaria rather than Hungary; the narrator moves to Paris rather than
Strasbourg; the narrator is single and childless rather than a married mother of
two. The book also lacks a pivotal feature of autobiography—namely, the hom-
onymy of author, narrator, and protagonist (who in A Love Made Out of Nothing
remains unnamed), which creates a further ambiguity about the autobiographi-
cal nature of the work. This ambiguity, I argue, sets into motion an experiment
with various forms of settlement and displacement. In subsequent essayistic and
autobiographical works, Honigmann elaborates the critique of Jewish emigrants
returning to East Germany first advanced in A Love Made Out of Nothing.

Throughout her work, Honigmann would add new facets to the nonarrival
of her parents. “Selbstportrit als Jiidin,” for example, suggests the existence of
a vibrant network of former emigrants in the GDR that constitutes the family’s
primary social circle. Yet this does not shield them from feelings of coldness and
emptiness that result, the narrator suspects, from a pervasive sense of nonbe-
longing: “Perhaps this coolness and emptiness arose not only because nothing
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came of the socialism that my parents wanted to build, but also because they
were caught in the middle: they no longer belonged to the Jews and had not
become German.” The life trajectory of the narrator—who resettles in France,
embraces her Jewishness, and intermittently returns to Germany through her
writing—offers an alternative model of return: “As a Jew I left Germany, but in
my work, in my very strong attachment to the German language, I return again
and again.”

One effect of Honigmann’s juxtapositions of her parents’ return to Germany
and her own departure to France is that the very concept of “return” undergoes a
revision and redefinition. According to Honigmann, we do not necessarily return
to a place in which we have lived before but to a place that allows us to resume,
retrieve, or reimagine a strand of past experience. In another piece from Damals,
dann und danach, entitled “Hinter der Grande School,” Honigmann imagines
her emigration to Strasbourg as a form of return. To be sure, her remarks are a
bit tongue-in-cheek—she admits that she has construed a legend—yet at least
partially based in reality because she can trace her family genealogy back to the
Rhine Valley: “For my new Strasbourg life I had concocted a legend according
to which I had not come to, but had rather returned to this place, since one of
my grandmothers had been born a Weil and everyone knows that all the Weils,
however spelled, come from the Rhine valley, and I therefore come from there
through this line of my family.”

This new concept of return may also explain the curious subtitle of another
work by Honigmann, Das iiberirdische Licht: Riickkehr nach New York, which she
wrote while on a writing fellowship in New York City. Why did she conceive of
her stay as a form of return (Riickkehr)? To be sure, there are several possible
reasons: she has visited the city before; she meets there an old friend from Berlin
who moved to New York decades ago as well as a distant relative she never knew
in person; she frequently encounters traces of German-Jewish immigration of
the past. Furthermore, the idea that America is not only a place of arrival but also
one of return echoes a statement made earlier in A Love Made Out of Nothing:
“Ellis Island is my home.”” Still, the position of the word return in the subtitle of
Das iiberirdische Licht raises a broader question, What does one need to find in a
place—or what does one need to make of a place—so that one’s arrival there can
be considered a form of return? Tellingly, Honigmann revisits her father’s pro-
foundly unsettled life once more in Das iiberirdische Licht, inspired by a dream
that she had about him. She now locates the reasons for the father’s unsettlement
in the early losses he incurred in childhood, including the death of his mother
and brother, to explain why his most natural environment is the hotel room. She
also remembers a scene in which the father, after learning that his daughter was
about to emigrate to France, enjoined her to go to America: “You have to go to
America. There you will find your place . . . Go far away. As far as possible! Go
to America. Wrest yourself free!” Read in conjunction with the book’s subtitle,
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this scene implies that in going to New York City, Honigmann belatedly responds
to her father’s injunction and finds her own place—or more precisely, that she
returns to a place that has always already been her own.

VISITING JEWISH CEMETERIES

In several of Honigmann’s works, a defunct Jewish cemetery serves to illus-
trate the dislocation and discontinuity of Jewish life. A Love Made Out of Noth-
ing opens with just such an image. The narrator’s father, who never identified
with Jews and Judaism, is buried in Weimar in a tiny Jewish cemetery that has
been out of use for decades. (This is another instance in which Honigmann
takes poetic license with reality; the real Georg Honigmann was buried in the
WeifSensee cemetery in Berlin, a pivotal place for Honigmann that I will discuss
below.) The father’s funeral is depicted as a strange and jarring ceremony, which
highlights the inner heterogeneity of Jewish culture and religion and under-
mines the sense that a religious ritual might restore a sense of home, tradi-
tion, or identity. Among other things, the Saloniki-born cantor, who had to be
brought in from another city, continues to mispronounce the father’s German
name with his Sephardic accent, the narrator notices with dismay. When the
narrator enters her father’s room after the funeral in search for a memento,
she finds that his clothes are lying around “forlornly” (verloren)—a word that
connotes both loss and dispersion, which helps her realize “that the memories
had fallen out of those objects.”” In other words, even in his death the narra-
tor’s father cannot find a place. Nor do cemeteries establish a connection to
the past at any other point in the story. When the narrator makes a stopover en
route to France in Hesse to see the places in which her father’s German-Jewish
ancestors lived, she searches for the gravestones of her relatives in the local Jew-
ish cemeteries—in vain, it turns out, not because the gravestones are gone but
because there are too many similar names and the narrator lacks the knowledge
of her ancestors’ lives and deaths that would enable her to identify them.*

At the same time, the visits to Jewish cemeteries provide an impetus for the
narrator to reconnect to the German-Jewish past and to restore a sense of place
and continuity. A powerful imperative seems to issue from these cemeteries—an
imperative to recover, to retrieve, to retell. In her first prose collection, Roman
von einem Kinde, Honigmann recounts how Gershom Scholem, the famous his-
torian of Jewish mysticism, came to East Berlin and how she accompanied him to
his family grave on the Jewish cemetery WeifSensee. While standing at the grave,
Scholem began to tell stories about his parents and his brothers; summing up
the life of each of them and ending on a moment of silence and a short prayer.

Scholem’s visit to Berlin is a form of return (“He had again retraced the
journey of his life, once again Berlin—Jerusalem, in the reverse direction™?) that
stands in clear contrast to the return of Honigmann’s parents. It is a temporary
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return that occasions acts of commemoration and reaffirms his commitment to
Judaism. When he dies shortly later, an epitaph is added to the family grave, so
he ends up having two graves: one in Jerusalem and one in Berlin. Scholem’s visit
leaves a deep impression on the narrator both because his writings on Jewish his-
tory and religion come alive for her and, we can infer, because his double grave
exemplifies the duality she would ultimately choose for herself. Roman von einem
Kinde further suggests that the encounter with Scholem marks a turning point
in the narrator’s development; that the older scholar’s advice to immigrate to a
country in which the teaching of the Torah is still alive motivates her own move
to France, which is recounted in the last story of the collection.

The Jewish cemetery is the site where the differences between the first two
generations of post-Holocaust German Jews crystallize: between the survivors
who want to cut all ties with the past and their children who wish to reconnect
to it. This becomes especially clear in a story entitled “Griber in London,” which
Honigmann included in her prose collection Damals, dann und danach. Nestled
in this story about the narrator’s visit to her grandparents’ graves in London are
memories of her earlier excursions to the WeiSensee cemetery in East Berlin.
At the time, the narrator had a circle of friends who, though mostly of Jewish
descent, were ignorant about Judaism before they collectively began to rediscover
and reimagine the German-Jewish past. It is during her lonely walks through
the vast, overgrown, labyrinthine Weif8ensee cemetery that the narrator first gets
an inkling of the existence of an extensive network of Jewish families that also
encompasses herself. This recognition occurs not only because the names on
the gravestones resemble her parents’ names but also because she encounters
something unfamiliar, even illegible—namely, Hebrew characters that she can-
not decipher: “I stared at the Hebrew letters, which I could not read, as if they
contained, perhaps, a secret and very important message for me, a message that
would reveal the riddle of my origin and break the silence of my parents.”* The
text implies that the riddle posed by the Hebrew characters propels the narrator
toward the rediscovery of Judaism, or what she calls “the recapture of our Juda-
ism out of nothingness.”* She begins to attend a synagogue, marries in a Jewish
ceremony, and reads the Bible in Hebrew.

As in many of Honigmann’s writings, the Jewish cemeteries depicted in this
piece are bleak, forsaken places. If the narrator found neglect and overgrowth in
Weiflensee, she later encounters absence and emptiness in the Jewish cemetery
in London. And yet, these cemeteries harbor a message, one that is all the more
imperative because of its obscurity. “Griber in London” begins with a 1942 let-
ter in which the narrator’s grandmother enjoins her daughter (the narrator’s
mother) to take care of the grave of her father (the narrator’s grandfather). This
letter is the only thing the narrator’s mother, who throughout her life showed a
marked disinterest in genealogical continuity, bequeathed to her daughter.”> Over
the course of the text, it becomes clear that the narrator’s mother had completely
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ignored the grandmother’s request: she had buried her parents in London “like
dogs, without tombstone and without name.”> Why then did she pass the writ-
ten request, this proof of her own failure, on to her daughter? Was the bequeathal
an admission of guilt, a plea to the daughter to fulfill the request in her place?
The narrator’s visit to London can indeed be read as a response to her grand-
mother’s request, an attempt to take care of the grave not by saying the kaddish
or erecting a gravestone but by telling the story of the absent gravestone and the
unfulfilled request. That storytelling has this power becomes clear in the passages
that reflect on the effect of the narrator’s writing. Thus she describes how the
book she wrote about her father’s life (A Love Made Out of Nothing, though
the book’s title is not mentioned in the passage) effectively restored a sense of
continuity and of belonging as lost relatives from all over the world have begun
to contact her: “Suddenly past generations had resurrected themselves after the
death of my father, generations that told a coherent story and that mitigated the
state of total homelessness my father had bequeathed to me.”*

DiasporiCc PLACE-MAKING IN CHRONIK MEINER STRAfSE

As I have shown, Barbara Honigmann describes her parent generation’s return
to East Germany as fraught with problems and her own visits to Jewish cemeter-
ies as excursions that, while ultimately motivating her to reconnect to Judaism,
initially reinforce a sense of loss and exile. Her own 1984 move to Strasbourg
offers an alternative to the sense of displacement and rootlessness that char-
acterize her parents’ lives. Honigmann revisits her settlement in France in one
of her recent works, Chronik meiner Strafie (2015). The subject of the book is
the Rue Edel, a run-down street in Strasbourg onto which new immigrants
often first move but in which they seldom reside for long. While the Rue Edel
is for most immigrants a mere stopover on the route to better neighborhoods,
the narrator still lives there thirty years after her arrival. In what follows, I
will argue that Chronik meiner Strafle transforms a space of transition into a
place of dwelling. I take my inspiration from Barbara Mann’s Place and Space
in Jewish Studies, which among other things draws attention to the duality of
diasporic existence: if uprootedness is the condition of diaspora, actual life in
a diaspora enables people to put down new roots and make new homes, all
the while sustaining imaginative relations with other places. Literature can be
part and parcel of this diasporic place-making. For example, travel narratives
that closely attend to the physical details of the sites visited and remembered
are a way of inhabiting a place imaginatively.® Analogously, I will argue that
Honigmann’s narration of the Rue Edel and the lives of its residents is a form
of literary place-making.

In Chronik meiner Strafle, Honigmann seizes upon an existing chronotope—
that is, a literary time-space configuration that organizes the narrative of a
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particular motif or genre. The chronotope of the street, which is closely related
to those of the path and the road, has been a structuring principle of the Western
novel since antiquity.® Its three most prominent features can still be found in
Chronik meiner StrafSe:

1. The street signifies both physical movement and individual development.
In fact, the one is often mapped on the other as the literary image of the
street overlaps with the metaphor of the Lebensweg (journey through
life). In Chronik meiner StrafSe, this meaning resonates in the social
mobility associated with the Rue Edel, whose immigrant residents are
in the process of assimilating to French culture and moving to fancier
neighborhoods. Although never described in detail, these “better” neigh-
borhoods are the vanishing point of the street, the horizon to which the
immigrants are moving.

2. The street is a site of chance encounters, an opportunity to meet and
interact with a wide variety of people. In the Rue Edel, immigrants and
French citizens from different ethnic, religious, and cultural backgrounds
find themselves as next-door neighbors. There is no plan behind these
living arrangements, they just continue to evolve and shape the narrator’s
experience and narration.

3. Finally, even though it signifies movement and mobility, the street always
leads through a homeland, describing a path that is already carved out and
therefore familiar. As I will argue, this sense of familiarity is an effect rather
than a precondition of Chronik meiner Strafle, which claims the Rue Edel
as the narrator’s own—not necessarily as her homeland in an emphatic
sense, but as a place of permanent residence and reassuring familiarity.

Any given street can be considered a place in the sense of Yi-Fu Tuan’s famous
distinction between place and space, on which Barbara Mann draws: “If we think
of space as that which allows movement, place is a pause.”” A street is a segment of
space that has been given a proper name and visible contours, that has been
carved out of the infinite space of possibilities into something definite. Over the
course of Chronik meiner StrafSe, the Rue Edel is gradually endowed with mean-
ing and value in a way that makes it more fully a place in Mann’s sense. The
first act of place-making is the choice of the possessive adjective meine (my) in
the title of the book (and the plural form, unsere, in the first chapter), which,
in combination with a blurb on the jacket copy that encourages us to read the
text as autobiographical, associates the street with Honigmann and establishes a
relationship of belonging. The first chapter expands this gesture of appropria-
tion into scenes of inhabitation. The narrator begins by emphasizing the street’s
state of neglect, its emptiness and desolation. Referring to the gardens, beautiful
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parks, and notable buildings that surround houses in fancier neighborhoods, she
states laconically, “Our street has nothing of all that.”* Instead the street features
ugly houses, which were often built rather quickly to fill in construction gaps. At
this point the narrator mentions how a friend of hers as a child used to play ball
in just such a construction gap in the Rue Edel. The image of a child’s play filling
an empty space with activity is, I would argue, an allegory of the act of narration:
the narrator’s depiction of the street and the lives of its residents turns a space
into a place by furnishing it with particulars and endowing it with significance.

The narrator initially bestows on the street a sense of particularity by provid-
ing specific geographical and historical information. Not coincidentally, the first
of these facts is one that would matter to her personally—namely, the location
of the Rue Edel on the Eastern edge of Strasbourg and in close proximity to Ger-
many. The nicknames that the narrator’s family has given to different elements of
the street, such as a false driveway and a restaurant called “Tomate,” and that in
some cases draw on their memory of buildings in East Germany,® further shows
how they inhabit the Rue Edel by attaching a personal meaning to it. If the first
chapter positions the narrator at the center of the street, subsequent chapters
extrapolate her bodily location, posture, and perspective onto the surrounding
space. The chapters often begin with an explicit description of the narrator’s
location—at her desk, in the brasserie next door, on the balcony—before shifting
to the things and people she sees from, or encounters in, that location, such as
an errant tree, a Kurdish man from Turkey, or a rabbi from Kovno (Kaunas). At
other times, the narrator’s location is implied in deictic expressions such as “next
door” and “on our floor,”** by which she introduces her stories of others. It is her
own presence and orientation in the street that determines what comes into view
and enters the narrative.

The text further creates a sense of particularity by oscillating between plural
and singular, between groups and individuals. The narrator initially focuses on
the different Vélker that inhabit the Rue Edel—that is, she subsumes individuals
in the ethnic groups to which they belong: “Many peoples [V6lker] are living in
our street, and one hears them speaking in many languages.”” Whether she reg-
isters the chaos of languages on the street—"“In our street there is calling, talking,
speaking, yelling and screaming in countless foreign languages”*—or the separ-
ateness of different ethnic groups who actively avoid each other, she creates an
impression of deindividualized multitudes. However, the focus on ethnic groups
(the depiction of which often borders on stereotypes) gradually gives way to the
stories of individual people and families. By resting her gaze on a specific site and
her memory on a specific ritual, the narrator enables the individual to emerge
from the group and a particular life story from the street’s general history. Wit-
ness the story of the Kurdish man in whose store people from different ethnic
backgrounds meet and interact. The narrator highlights the man’s exceptional



176 KATJA GARLOFF

status—he is unassimilated, speaks poor French, and disregards the Sunday rest
order—and it is perhaps for this reason that he serves as a cultural mediator and
the first resting place of the narrator’s gaze. In the narrator, the image of this
man triggers memories of two Kurdish brothers who had previously operated
the store and offered her special deals, and it finally leads to reflections on the
regular rhythm in which the store changes owners and on the chain of Kurdish
relatives in which the current owner is only one link. The effect of this oscillation
between the general and the particular is that the street appears inhabited by
particular people, its chronicle filled with life stories.

The place-making in Chronik meiner Strafle culminates in an account of how
the narrator’s husband Peter erects a sukkah in their courtyard in order to cel-
ebrate the Jewish holiday of Sukkot. The erection of the sukkah is a quintessen-
tial example of diasporic place-making. The temporary hut in which Jews are
traditionally required to eat and sleep during the seven or eight days of Sukkot is
by definition a transient, porous, open place—or more precisely, it superimposes
in one specific site several real and imagined places, including the land of Israel
and the presence of God. If celebrated in the Diaspora, the sukkah may engage
in various ways with the non-Jewish environment. It may incorporate elements
from local architecture and its three-walled structure may offer a view into the
non-Jewish surroundings.® The celebration of Sukkot marks a place as tempo-
rarily Jewish while exposing its participants to the gaze, or sometimes even to the
attacks, of their non-Jewish neighbors—as the narrator of Chronik meiner StrafSe
remembers from her first Sukkot in Strasbourg, when rotten tomatoes were
thrown through the permeable roof of the sukkah. Over the course of the text,
the sukkah becomes a signifier of openness as such. The narrator contemplates
how its structure is meant to remind the Jews of “the fragility and uncertainty
of their existence, for which they have to compensate by tenacity and adapt-
ability, just as back then, after the Exodus from Egypt, when they lived in huts
in the desert, this empty and undefined place where the newly acquired freedom
meant mostly that nobody knew where to go, what to do, and what would hap-
pen next.”

By the end of Chronik meiner Strafle, the narrator’s own environment is no
longer as “empty and undefined” as the desert into which the Israelites escaped
during Exodus. The erection of the sukkah and other acts of place-making
recounted throughout the text have endowed the Rue Edel with personal mean-
ing and communal significance and have thereby transformed it into a viable
place of residence. The Rue Edel, the “street of arrival and beginning and of
getting stuck,”” does not necessarily become a final destination or a permanent
home. Rather, it is a place in which the narrator can dwell in a state of prelimi-
nary permanence, fully aware of the other places from which people may hail
and to which they may move.
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Literary critic Andreas Kilcher has distinguished between two forms of
exterritoriality in contemporary German-Jewish literature: self-defined Jewish
authors who reside in Germany or Austria (such as Maxim Biller, Esther Disch-
ereit, Doron Rabinovici, and Robert Schindel) tend to deconstruct the German
language from within and emphasize the difference between their own works
and those of non-Jewish German and Austrian writers. In contrast, authors who
have left Germany and write in German from a deliberate geographical dis-
tance (such as Chaim Noll and Barbara Honigmann) often situate their writing
within German cultural traditions, especially of the Goethezeit (Age of Goethe),
and choose a classical writing style marked by linearity and readability.* In this
chapter, I have argued that Honigmann claims not only past traditions but also
present-day places. In order to understand the dialectic between displacement
and settlement in contemporary German-Jewish writers, I suggest we need to
pay attention to the literary places they claim or create while relaying their (often
autobiographical) stories of exile and migration. In addition to the Rue Edel
depicted in Honigmann’s Chronik meiner StrafSe, such places include the ancient
mikveh, or ritual bath, on which Benjamin Stein’s 2010 Die Leinwand ends as well
as the Viennese Naschmarkt on which Doron Rabinovici’s Ohnehin is partly set.
Another case in point would be Vladimir Vertlib’s 1999 Zwischenstationen, which
recounts his family’s odyssey from Russia to Austria via several transit stations.
What the family fails to achieve—the firm establishment in a place—the novel
itself accomplishes through its careful accumulation of descriptive and narrative
detail. Like Barbara Honigmann, these contemporary German-Jewish authors
engage in a literary place-making that allows displaced subjects to put down new
roots in the Diaspora.
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Carl Hanser, 1999), 1118, here 15.

2. On the heterogeneous character of Strasbourg’s Jewish community and Honigmann’s
conception of diasporic writing, see also Christina Giinther, “Exile and the Construc-
tion of Identity in Barbara Honigmann’s Trilogy of the Diaspora,” Comparative Literature
Studies 40, no. 2 (2003): 215-231.

3. “Autofiktion. Das autobiographische Schreiben liegt irgendwo in der Mitte zwischen
Tagebuch und Roman, und es ist nicht nur deshalb Fiktion, weil alle Verwandlung
von Wirklichkeit in Schreiben Fiktion ist, sondern auch, weil sein Projekt der Selbsterfor-
schung, Selbstentdeckung und Selbstoffenbarung mindestens in dem gleichen Maf8 immer
auch Selbstinszenierung, Selbstfiktionalisierung, Verwandlung des Lebens in einen Roman,
manchmal sogar Selbstmythologisierung ist. In diesem Sinn kann autobiographisches
Schreiben romanhafter sein als ein Roman.” Barbara Honigmann, ““Wenn mir die Leute vor-
werfen, dafd ich zuviel von mir spreche, so werfe ich ihnen vor, daf$ sie itberhaupt nicht tiber
sich selbst nachdenken’: Ziircher Poetikvorlesung (I): Uber autobiographisches Schreiben,”
in Das Gesicht wiederfinden: Uber Schreiben, Schriftsteller und Judentum (Munich: Hanser,



178 KATJA GARLOFF

2006), 31-60, here 39 (emphasis by Honigmann). Unless otherwise noted, all translations
are mine.

4. “Die leicht variierenden Wiederholungen setzen die einmalige personliche in der kolle-
ktiv erscheinenden Geschichte frei und verleihen ihnen einen prinzipiellen, universalen Sta-
tus.” Yfaat Weiss, “Im Schreiben das Leben verindern—Barbara Honigmann als Chronistin
des jiidischen Lebens in Deutschland,” in Kurz hinter der Wahrheit und dicht neben der Liige:
Zum Werk Barbara Honigmanns, ed. Amir Eshel and Yfaat Weiss (Munich: Fink, 2013), 1728,
here 20. Weiss draws special attention to Honigmann’s GDR background and the preju-
dices and anti-Semitism encountered by former Jewish refugees, especially those who had
spent their exile in Western Europe: “Durch die Augen der Kinder dokumentiert Barbara
Honigmann die Geschicke der wenigen Juden, die es vorzogen, aus ihren Exilorten nach
Ostdeutschland zuriickzukehren, und dort trotz der politischen Repressionen zu bleiben,
die gegen sie als Individuen und als Gruppe Anfang der fiinfziger Jahre ausgetibt wurden”
(Weiss, “Im Schreiben das Leben verdndern,” 21).

5. Barbara Honigmann, A Love Made Out of Nothing and Zohara’s Journey, trans. John
Barrett (Jaffrey, N.H.: Godine, 2003), 22. “Mehr als von allem anderen bin ich vielleicht von
meinen Eltern weggelaufen und lief ihnen doch hinterher.” Barbara Honigmann, Eine Liebe
aus nichts (Reinbek: Rowohlt, 1993), 31.

6. “noch einmal,” Honigmann, A Love Made Out of Nothing, 76; Eine Liebe aus nichts, 106.

7. Honigmann, A Love Made Out of Nothing, 24; “das muf eine schwere Last gewesen sein,
so schwer, daf3 sie immer so taten, als hitten sie damit gar nichts zu tun gehabt. . .. Und
schlieSlich waren sie nach Berlin gekommen, um ein neues Deutschland aufzubauen,
es sollte ja ganz anders werden als das alte, deshalb wollte man von den Juden besser gar
nicht mehr sprechen. Aber irgendwie war alles nicht gegliickt, und eines Tages mussten sie
sich sogar fiir das Land ihres Exils rechtfertigen, warum es ein westliches Land war und nicht
die Sowjetunion.” Honigmann, Eine Liebe aus nichts, 34.

8. See Jeffrey Herf, Divided Memory: The Nazi Past in the Two Germanys (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1997).

9. Honigmann, A Love Made Out of Nothing, 25; “eigentlich weif8 ich nicht, wo ich her-
stamme, weif$ auch nicht, wo ich jetzt hingehore,” Honigmann, Eine Liebe aus nichts, 35.

10. See Philippe Lejeune, On Autobiography, trans. Katherine Leary (Minneapolis: Univer-
sity of Minnesota Press, 1989), esp. 3-31.

11. “Barbara Honigmann berichtet von ihrer Kindheit in Ost-Berlin” (my emphasis).

12. “Vielleicht kam diese Kiihle und Leere nicht nur davon, daf§ aus dem Sozialismus,
den meine Eltern aufbauen wollten, nichts wurde, sondern auch davon, daf sie vollkom-
men zwischen den Stithlen saflen, nicht mehr zu den Juden gehérten und keine Deutschen
geworden waren.” Honigmann, “Selbstportrit als Jidin,” 14.

13. “Als Jude bin ich aus Deutschland weggegangen, aber in meiner Arbeit, in meiner sehr
starken Bindung an die deutsche Sprache, kehre ich immer wieder zuriick” Honigmann,
“Selbstportrit als Jidin,” 18.

14. “Fiir mein neues Stralburger Leben hatte ich mir eine Legende zurechtgelegt, nach der
ich namlich gar nicht her-, sondern vielmehr hierher zuriickgekommen bin, da eine meiner
Grofimiitter eine geborene Weil war, und ja jeder weif3, daf alle Weils in allen Schreibweisen
aus dem Rheintal kommen, und ich also in dieser Linie meiner Familie von dort stamme.”
Honigmann, “Selbstportrit als Jidin,” 59.

15. Honigmann, A Love Made Out of Nothing, 40; “Ellis Island ist meine Heimat,” Hon-
igmann, Eine Liebe aus nichts, 57. As Emily Jeremiah observes, the potential “pathos of this
statement” is cut short right away, as a friend “informs her that it no longer exists.” Emily
Jeremiah, Nomadic Ethics in Contemporary Women’s Writing in German: Strange Subjects
(Rochester, N.Y.: Camden, 2012), 178.



DIASPORIC PLACE-MAKING IN BARBARA HONIGMANN 179

16. “Nach Amerika muf8t du gehen. Dort wirst du deinen Platz finden . . . Geh weit weg. So
weit wie moglich! Geh nach Amerika. Reif} dich los!” Barbara Honigmann, Das iiberirdische
Licht: Riickkehr nach New York (Munich: Hanser, 2008), 64.

17. Honigmann, A Love Made Out of Nothing, 6f.; “dafy die Erinnerung aus den Dingen
herausgefallen war,” Honigmann, Eine Liebe aus nichts, 9.

18. See Honigmann, A Love Made Out of Nothing, 49; Honigmann, Eine Liebe aus nichts, 68.

19. “Er hatte die Reise seines Lebens noch einmal zurtickgelegt, noch einmal Berlin—
Jerusalem retour,” Barbara Honigmann, Roman von einem Kinde: Sechs Erzihlungen (Frank-
furt am Main: Luchterhand, 1989 [1986]), 96.

20. “Auf die hebriischen Buchstaben, die ich nicht lesen konnte, starrte ich, als ob sie viel-
leicht eine geheime, sehr wichtige Botschaft fiir mich enthielten, durch die sich das Rétsel
meiner Herkunft offenbaren wiirde und das Schweigen meiner Eltern gebrochen werden
kénnte.” Honigmann, “Griber in London,” in Damals, dann und danach, 19-37, here 28.

21. “die Wiedereroberung unseres Judentums aus dem nichts,” Honigmann, “Griber in
London,” 29.

22. The mother’s profound disinterest in genealogical continuity also transpires in her
indifference to the loss of a necklace that was the only memento from her female ances-
tors (26) and in her general conviction that the past has no bearing on the present: “Meine
Eltern aber sagen: die Geschlechter sind tot, die Vergangenheit ist vorbei und die Griber
sind leere Orte.” Honigmann, “Griber in London,” 31.

23. “wie Hunde, ohne Grabstein und ohne Namen,” Honigmann, Damals, dann und dan-
ach, 37.

24. “Plotzlich waren nach dem Tod meines Vaters vergangene Generationen wieder aufer-
standen, die eine zusammenhingende Geschichte erzihlten und den Zustand der volligen
Unbehaustheit, den mein Vater mir hinterlassen hat, milderten.” Honigmann, “Gréber in
London,” 34. In another story in Damals, dann und danach, titled “Der Untergang von Wien,”
the Jewish cemetery similarly provides an opportunity to reconnect with the past, an oppor-
tunity that is realized not in funeral rituals but in the narrator’s own spatial movement and
storytelling. The text opens with a description of the Viennese Jewish cemetery in which
mother was buried. Once again we learn that the mother is uninterested in remembering the
past; for example, she refuses to revisit the Viennese places that mattered to her as a child.
It is her daughter who attempts to get a sense of the Viennese past by visiting the cemetery
and other significant places: “nach ihrem Tod erst habe ich das in ihren Augen Ungerhérige
getan und bin selbst an die alten Orte gegangen, die sie, wie ich mir einbildete, vor mir ver-
heimlichte” (101).

25. See Barbara E. Mann, Space and Place in Jewish Studies (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers
University Press, 2012), 98—115.

26. See Mikhail M. Bakhtin, “Forms of Time and Chronotope in the Novel,” in The Dialogic
Imagination: Four Essays, trans. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin: University of
Texas Press, 1994 [1981]), 84—258, esp. 243—245.

27. Cited in Mann, Space and Place, 5. The original quote is in Yi-Fu Tuan, Space and Place:
The Perspective of Experience (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014 [1977]), 6.

28.“Von alldem hat unsere Strale gar nichts.” Barbara Honigmann, Chronik meiner StrafSe
(Munich: Hanser, 2015), 5.

29. See, for example, Honigmann, Chronik meiner Strafle, 9: “Wiwifak.”

30. “im Nebenhaus,” “auf unserer Etage,” Honigmann, Chronik meiner StrafSe, 51, 58.

31. “Viele Volker wohnen in unserer Strafle, und man hort sie in vielerlei Sprachen spre-
chen.” Honigmann, Chronik meiner Strafe, 9.

32. “Es ruft, redet, spricht, briillt und schreit in unserer Strafle in unzihligen fremden
Sprachen,” Honigmann, Chronik meiner Strafe, 13.



180 KATJA GARLOFF

33. See Miriam Lipis, “A Hybrid Place of Belonging: Constructing and Siting the Sukkah,”
Jewish Topographies: Visions of Space, Traditions of Place, ed. Julia Brauch, Anna Lipphardt,
and Alexandra Nocke (Burlington, Vt.: Ashgate, 2008), 27—41. See also Sonja Dickow, “Unbe-
haustes Wohnen: Zum Chronotopos der Laubhiitte in Michal Govrins Hevzekim (2002) und
Barbara Honigmanns Chronik meiner Strafle (2015),” in Figurations of Mobile Identities in
Contemporary European Jewish Literature: Yearbook for European Jewish Literature Studies 5
(2018): 156—171.

34. “die Zerbrechlichkeit und Unsicherheit ihrer Existenz, die sie durch Zahigkeit und
Anpassungsfihigkeit kompensieren miissen, wie damals, nach dem Auszug aus Agypten, als
sie in Hiitten in der Wiiste wohnten, diesem leeren, unbestimmten Ort, wo die neuerwor-
bene Freiheit hauptsichlich darin bestand, daf§ keiner wuf3te, wohin jetzt, was tun und wie
es weitergehen wird,” Honigmann, Chronik meiner Strafe, 136.

35. “Strafle des Ankommens und Anfangens und des Hingenbleibens,” Honigmann,
Chronik meiner StrafSe, 13.

36. See Andreas B. Kilcher, “Exterritorialititen: Zur kulturellen Selbstreflexion der aktuel-
len deutsch-jiidischen Literatur,” in Deutsch-jiidische Literatur der neunziger Jahre: Die Gen-
eration nach der Shoah, ed. Sander L. Gilman and Hartmut Steinecke (Berlin: Frankfurt am
Main, 2002), 131-146.



CHAPTER 10

<

TUR TUR'S LANTERN
ON A TINY ISLAND

NEW HISTORIOGRAPHICAL PERSPECTIVES
ON EAST GERMAN JEWISH HISTORY

Constantin Goschler

In 1960, German author Michael Ende published his book Jim Button and Luke
the Engine Driver (Jim Knopf und Lukas der Lokomotivfiihrer). The central setting
of the book is Lummerland, a tiny island in the ocean, about twice the size of an
apartment. Since there is not enough space on the island for a lighthouse, the two
main protagonists, Jim Button and Luke, hire the illusionary giant Tur Tur, who
has a unique feature: seen from a short distance, he appears normally sized, but
his appearance increases from the farther away one looks at him. Standing on the
island with a lantern, Tur Tur can be seen from far away, while he does not take
up much space on the island itself.

Michael Ende not only wrote a wonderful children’s book but also delivered
a great metaphor for the role of Jews in contemporary historical research on the
German Democratic Republic (GDR). The GDR rapidly dwindled from its role
as allegedly the seventh-largest economy in the world to a “footnote of history;” as
writer Stefan Heym had already warned during a protest rally in East Berlin in
1989. Later, German historian Hans-Ulrich Wehler also labeled the GDR a foot-
note of history and marginalized the East German state as a “Soviet satrapy,”
which for him did not warrant historical inquiry.' In 2003, his colleague Jiirgen
Kocka contended that due to a temporary research boom since 1990, the history
of the GDR finally had been exhaustively researched and, moreover, had suffered
from notorious self-isolation.” And in fact, it seems that historical research on the
GDR today is mostly fueled by programs with vast financial resources from
the German federal budget, which sponsors literally hundreds of scholarships
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for PhD students working in this field. By doing so, conservative politicians aim
at strengthening in the East German population a negative remembrance of the
socialist dictatorship.

In the same year when Jiirgen Kocka stated that the history of the GDR
might not be the next big thing in historiography, Peter Maser made a similar
statement with respect to the history of Jews in the GDR: “In the meantime,
the investigation of the Jews in the GDR, at least concerning the facts, can be
considered as mostly completed, but that does not mean of course, that there
has already been reached a consensus with respect to all assessments.”> And
who might wonder about that, given the tiny number of Jews in the GDR, at
least since the Jewish exodus from East Germany to the West following the
wave of anti-Semitism in the Eastern bloc in 1952? In 1985, the late days of
the GDR, there were no more than four hundred and fifty active members of the
Jewish communities in that country, with two hundred and forty of them in
East Berlin alone. Additionally, there existed seven thousand so-called victims
of fascism, who had suffered anti-Jewish persecution and thus at least were
considered as connected to Jewishness from the outside in one way or other,
though we cannot automatically say how they regarded themselves. In any
event, while the number of Jewish community members in the GDR did not
match those in the Federal Republic of Germany (i.e., West Germany) by far,
the role of persons with a Jewish background in the political and cultural elite
was very significant in East Germany.*

Apparently, the cycles of interest in the history of the GDR in general and in the
history of Jews in the East German state follow a different logic. While interest in
the former has very much declined and nowadays is mostly kept alive by politically
inspired research funding, interest in the latter has remained sturdy and even con-
tributed to a substantial widening of historiographic perspectives. As in Michael
Ende’s book, where the illusionary giant Tur Tur, with his lantern in his hand,
allows the tiny island of Lummerland to be seen from a great distance, just a few
Jews in this country make for a much higher visibility of the GDR in historiogra-
phy. The following essay will try to describe some major tendencies of research on
the history of Jews in the GDR—or rather, of Jewish history in East Germany. As
a first step, it will briefly look at publications in the first decade after German unifi-
cation, which took place in 1990. As a second step, which will form the main part of
the article, it will assess newer research produced since 2000. As a third step, some
concluding remarks on potential future fields of inquiry with respect to Jewish his-
tory in the GDR will be presented.

THE GDR AND THE JEWS: THE FIRST WAVE OF RESEARCH AFTER 1990

In the first years after German reunification, when the Jews in the GDR were dis-
covered to be an important object of research, the Cold War still reverberated. The
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GDR always had claimed that it was the “better Germany” in the sense that, due
to its antifascist self-understanding, it had broken more profoundly with the Nazi
past than its Western counterpart. Therefore, the Jewish population in Germany
has always been considered a litmus test for the political claim regarding which
part of Germany had done better in breaking with its Nazi past. The main impetus
for historical inquiry into Jews in East Germany after 1990 was to deal with these
Cold War assumptions—not least since, even after 1990, sympathies with the older
notion of the GDR as the “better Germany” still existed in some leftist intellectual
milieus outside of Germany. The order of the battle followed a simple pattern. On
the one hand, some authors looked at Jews in the GDR to prove that antifascism in
East Germany had been a good thing—in theory, if not in practice.” On the other
hand, several authors decried antifascism as a big swindle from the very begin-
ning, and the history of Jews in the GDR was considered as major proof for that
political assertion.® Consequently, early postreunification research on Jews in the
GDR mostly shared a focus on the triangle between Jewish communities, the East
German state, and Israel.” In essence, the dispute in the 1990s mostly referred to the
legitimization or delegitimization of the political system of the GDR, and so Jews
in Fast Germany were foremost analyzed from a functionalist perspective.

The bonanza of newly opened state archives in the former GDR also pro-
duced a very one-sided picture of Jews in East Germany. The focus on material
from agencies of the state and the party, including the infamous Stasi (Minis-
try for State Security), very much reproduced the hegemonic perspective of the
East German authorities. At the same time, most of the research done in this
decade also was marked at least by an implicit normativity: scholars favored
either acculturation or leaving Germany as valid options, while they did not
consider the issue of the legitimacy of Jewish life and identity in Germany as an
object of historical investigation. Ultimately, these pioneer works on Jews in the
GDR were also marked by a certain monotony. Mostly scholars simply applied
the old questions from the Cold War era to the newly accessible sources. Again
and again, they discussed to what extent Jews and Jewish organizations had been
instrumentalized by the East German state and the ruling Communist Party, the
Sozialistische Einheitpartei Deutschlands (SED), for their purposes and to what
extent Jews and Jewish groups had resisted or not.

JEwisH HisTory IN THE GDR: NEwW APPROACHES SINCE 2000

Since 2000, a substantial shift of perspective has taken place. One might say that
while the focus of historical research was previously on the GDR and the Jews,
since then the focus has shifted to Jewish history in the GDR. No longer is the
organizational perspective, which prevailed in the 1990s, dominant so to speak,
but rather interest has moved to the plurality of Jewish groups, individuals, and
identities in a transnationally enhanced East German environment. At the same
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time, it seems that the history of the GDR in general and Jewish history in East
Germany have become rather independent subdisciplines.®* While the former
is mostly interested in the relationship of power, state, and society, the latter is
mostly related to the context of the history of the Holocaust, post-Holocaust
memory, and Jewish identity.

A systematic overview of the main directions of investigation in the field of
Jewish history in the GDR since 2000 can identify at least five major trends. The
first centers around the role of anti-Semitism and the relationship of the GDR
to Israel, which carries on earlier historiographical trends. In this area, the old
struggle between advocates and critics of “real socialism” continues. On the one
hand, there are those who want to defend the image of the GDR as a beacon of
antifascism and to rebut accusations of anti-Semitism, to the effect that some-
times defense crosses the border to apologia.® On the other hand, there are those
who try to blame the official anti-Zionism of the East German state on (at least
latent) anti-Semitism, and this perspective is preferentially sponsored by public
agencies of political education in the Federal Republic of Germany." But while
the battles of the Cold War are still raging to some degree, a more sober strain of
research has also emerged. As a convincing example, Monika Schmidt systemati-
cally investigated the desecration of Jewish cemeteries in the GDR and related it
to the issue of popular anti-Semitism in East Germany."

A second line of inquiry into Jewish history has evolved from earlier studies
of the interrelationship of culture and politics and since then has moved forward
to the issue of Jews as both actors and objects of the media. An important bridge
between the old and new tendencies was a collection of essays edited by Moshe
Zuckermann and published in 2002.” This volume no longer simply refers to the
old notion of “instrumentalization” of Jews through culture but instead displays
a higher sensitivity for the inherent logic of media and art—not the least by pre-
senting Jews as not only objects but also actors in the field of culture. The collec-
tion of essays has also inspired several subsequent studies on the role of Jews in
East German media and arts, studies that at least partly continued the volume’s
work on issues of Jewish identity.?

A third research trend clearly overcomes the old focus on Jewish communi-
ties in the GDR and their interrelationship with state and party authorities by
addressing Jewish biographies and life courses. This historiography also high-
lights the activity of Jewish individuals outside the Jewish communities, as they
often played an overlooked role in East German politics and society. While Rob-
ert Allen Willingham’s study on the politics and identity of Jews in Leipzig in the
twentieth century takes some cautious steps in that direction, it still sticks to a
more traditional approach of combining local history with a strong biographi-
cal impetus.” In contrast, Karin Hartewig’s trailblazing study on the history of
Jewish Communists in the GDR who had returned from exile after 1945 widens
the scope beyond traditional notions of Jewishness.” The general postmodern
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interest in the fashioning of identities has thus had a considerable impact in the
field of Jewish history in the GDR, looking mostly at tensions, contingencies, and
shifts of Jewish identities.'

A fourth trend in the research is also closely related to a postmodern sense
of dissolution or transgression of boundaries. As part of a general trend for
transnational history in recent years, several studies have widened the spa-
tial perspective and investigated the tensions between the local and the global
and also looked closely at acts of negotiation of belonging, which take place
between different localities. This also implies a wider notion of Jewishness,
which is no longer primarily limited to Jews in a traditional, religious sense,
but now also includes a variety of opportunities to look at how people identify
themselves as Jewish. Hendrik Niether also wrote a book on Jews from Leipzig,
but unlike Willingham, he uses the perspective of transnational history, aim-
ing to analyze processes of negotiation, scopes of action, and also opportuni-
ties to influence Jewish life under the circumstances of “real socialism” in the
GDR.” Thus the transnational widening of space also expands the scope of
what comes to be considered as Jewish. An outstanding example of this trend
is Michael Meng’s superb study Shattered Spaces, where he compares how soci-
eties in East and West Germany and Poland dealt with the spatial remnant of
destroyed Jewish communities after 1945." So while Willingham writes on Jews
in Leipzig and Niether extends the view to Jews formerly from Leipzig, Meng
brings the shadows of once-Leipziger Jews into the picture.”

Finally, a last major trend concerns new overall presentations of the history of
Jews in Germany after 1945, which include the story of the Jews in East Germany.
In 2016, the Irish scholar P61 O Dochartaigh published a short comprehensive
survey on Germans and Jews since the Holocaust, which also devotes two chap-
ters to the GDR.* Also recently, a multiauthor, comprehensive history of Jews in
Germany after 1945, edited by Michael Brenner and originally published in Ger-
man in 2012, was released in English.>* While O Dochartaigh offers a synthesis of
previously published research literature, the volume edited by Brenner is based
on extensive archival research and pools the expertise of authorities in the field.
Since the author of this essay also contributed to Brenner’s volume, my comments
might hardly be accepted as unbiased. However, at least this allows me to report
that the integration of the GDR in a comprehensive German postwar history was
considered quite challenging during the collective research and editing process.
While the volume has a focus on politics, culture, and society, it mostly operates
with a focus on members of Jewish communities, which leads to a serious mis-
match between East and West Germany. However, the volume also considers the
dramatic changes that took place in the structure of Jewish life in Germany as a
result of the massive influx of Jews from the former Soviet Union. Nevertheless, in
both aforementioned comprehensive studies, the story of Jews in the GDR mostly
appears as an appendix to the story of Jews in the Federal Republic of Germany.
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What then are the historiographic strategies to expand the topic of Jews in
the GDR, which otherwise might be considered limited to the story of several
hundred or maybe several thousand persons and ultimately might be completely
covered by a limited series of group or individual biographies? Three main strat-
egies came to the fore during the previous short survey on recent research trends.
First, Jewish identities are extended by widening the scope of Jewish belonging,
especially by transcending the narrow bounds of community membership and
including so-called crypto-Jews (i.e., Jews in the GDR who hid their Jewish iden-
tities) as well as by including aspects of intergenerationality. In doing so, belong-
ing to Jewry is considered as a historical problem in itself, which moves into the
focus of research. Thus the history of Jews in the GDR becomes part of a much
wider field of historical inquiry, which touches fundamental questions regarding
minorities, difference, and cosmopolitanism.

A second strategy to widen the field of the history of Jews in the GDR is to
extend the time period under study—namely, by transcending the thresholds of
1945 and 1990 in both directions. Another important option to widen the time-
frame is to include those Jews who were absent after 1945 by studying various
aspects of Jewish legacy ranging from tombs to buildings. By doing so, a general
shift from the history of Jews in the GDR to the history of Jewish memory takes
place.

Finally, a third strategy is to widen the limited space of the GDR by apply-
ing perspectives of transnational history and thus connecting the local with the
global. One might even say that there has been a trend to consider Jewish history
as transnational history per se, which also might raise some concern. Such an
approach might involve a tendency to adopt the old metaphor of Jewish Luft-
menschen® and to shift the traditional external ascription of “placeless” Jews
into a social reality. At a time when—particularly in Eastern and East-Central
Europe—the juxtapositions of space and place and of cosmopolitanism and
localisms have had strong effects on contemporary political discourses, this
might become potentially threatening.

SOME PERSPECTIVES FOR FUTURE RESEARCH: A JEWISH OR
A GERMAN HiSTORY OF JEWS IN GERMANY AFTER 1945°¢

Finally, what might be perspectives for future research on Jewish history in the
GDR, and how might they be related to future trends in referring to the history
of the GDR in general? With respect to the latter, Ulrich Mahlert optimistically
asserted, “There’s life in the old dog yet.” According to him, the sclerosis that has
characterized this field for some time should be overcome by abandoning its tra-
ditionally prevalent combination of positivism and normativity.> Alternatively,
Mihlert and other authors call for eliminating the narrow boundaries of the sub-
ject in terms of time and space.” It seems that the magic phrase “transnational
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history” also helps salvage the historiographical misery afflicting the study of
the GDR. But it is an open question whether the future of Jewish history in East
Germany might be related to this possible revival of the history of the GDR in
general. An essay by Dan Diner titled “An Outline of a Jewish History of Jews
in Germany after 1945” takes a different direction. The slightly baroque title of this
essay programmatically articulates the bifurcation of the history of the GDR and
the history of Jews in Germany. Here “Jewish” describes not only the object but
also the subject and the perspective of investigation. Diner argues that despite
its small size, the Jewish community in Germany had been of considerable sym-
bolic importance for Jews in the world; yet he limits this statement to Jews living
in the Federal Republic of Germany since the 1950s,* while Jews in the GDR
are not mentioned by him in this context. According to Diner, Jewish history in
Germany must be written as a history of the gradual cancelation of the spell that
had been imposed on this country after the Shoah. The history of Jews living
in Germany after the war, he argues, may not be properly narrated from within
itself but must be contextualized in micro- and macrohistorical constellations.
From this perspective, Germany acquires for Jews worldwide the role of a mag-
nifying glass for their historical perception.” Ultimately, this leads to a divided
historical consciousness between Jews and non-Jews resulting from the Shoah
and thus moves away from the idea of a universal historical consciousness. One
might argue about the theoretical implications of such an assumption; however,
from an institutional perspective, this division has largely taken place anyway.

What then might be future tasks for a Jewish—or possibly also non-
Jewish—history of Jews in the GDR? Two premises seem especially important
to me. First, we should think in terms of a history of relations between Jews
and non-Jews, which has also to take into account that the boundaries between
the two groups are themselves an object of historical investigation. Second, we
should proceed in our attempts to widen the spatiotemporal framework of future
research on Jews in East Germany. That brings me to five concluding suggestions:

First, we should no longer consider the role of Jews in East Germany—and
of course also in West Germany—as a litmus test for democratic behavior, but
rather we should inquire about the transformations of this example of histori-
cal moral economy. In the case of the Federal Republic of Germany, such an
investigation has already been convincingly attempted by Anthony Kauders,
who applied the model of gift exchange, developed by French sociologist and
ethnologist Marcel Mauss in 1925, to analyze the relationship between Jewish
institutions and the West German political system since 1945.%*

Second, we should carefully avoid falling into the trap of the metaphor of Luft-
menschen in analyzing real Jews in the GDR and rather strive for a social-historical
demystification of the idea of placeless, uprooted Jews. This seems to be particularly
important with regard to the current conflict between space and place (i.e., between
the liberal, cosmopolitan and the antiliberal, identitary concepts of identity).
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Third, we should investigate the multiple waves of construction of Jewish
identity in East Germany, which several times repeated a process that already
had taken place in the nineteenth century. As a characteristic feature of German-
Jewish history, repeated processes of amalgamation between “German” and
“non-German” Jews took place, which eventually led to the emergence of a new
“German Jewishness.” After some time, the latter encountered new waves of
non-German Jewish immigration, and so the game started again. With respect
to East Germany, the years after 1945 and 1990 are of special importance, particu-
larly because this process is still ongoing in the present time.

Fourth, we should inquire into the effects of collective experiences of rup-
ture on individual biographical constructions. This leads to the question, what
exactly does it mean when we speak of Jewish identities?

Hence a fifth field of historical inquiry might be East Germany as a compres-
sion zone, where competing models of Jewish identity may be studied, ranging
from religion to ethnicity to a community of fate to “Jewish spaces.” Coining the
latter term, Diana Pinto described the emergence of urban spaces in Europe after
1990—and namely, in Berlin—which contain “things Jewish,” thus creating an
ambient substitute for the loss of former Jewish culture.” Yet the recent wave of
anti-Semitism, and in particular of frequent violent attacks on Jews in the public
area, raises serious doubts as to whether the idea of Jewish spaces might have
been a case of post—Cold War optimism.*

By tracing these questions, we might not only better understand some crucial
aspects of Jewish history but also learn something about current problems of
German society, where we necessarily need to think about West and East together.
Perhaps the crucial questions are no longer to what extent Germany has learned
lessons regarding the Shoah and the Jewish minority and which part of Germany
might have outperformed the other in doing so. Studying Jewish history in East
Germany—and also in West Germany—might become important with respect
to understanding the ambivalences of the “reconciliatory cosmopolitanism,”
which for some time has become the standard German state of mind whenever
issues of Jewish history and Jewish presence are touched. Thus Tur Tur’s lantern
might shed light far beyond Lummerland.
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CHAPTER 11
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COMMUNITY RESPONSES
TO THE IMMIGRATION OF
RUSSIAN=-SPEAKING JEWS
TO GERMANY, 1990-2006

Joseph Cronin

In January 1991, the federal government of the newly reunited Germany finally
agreed to continue a policy that had first been inaugurated by the East German
government in July 1990—granting Jews from the Soviet Union a right of resi-
dence. This immigration had been halted in October 1990 when East Germany
ceased to exist as a state. When it was reinstated by the Federal Republic of Ger-
many, it was placed under a legal framework called the Kontingentfliichtlingsge-
setz (quota refugee law), which had originally been devised in 1980 for refugees
fleeing political instability and violence in mainland Southeast Asia. Ironically,
one of the modifications made to this law for Jews emigrating from the Soviet
Union was that there would be no quota on numbers.!

For Jewish Kontingentfliichtlinge (quota refugees), the German authorities
decided to admit anyone who had at least one Jewish parent as defined by the
Soviet authorities. The right of residence was offered as an act of humanitarian
aid, and the primary reason given by the German government was that Jews liv-
ing in the Soviet states were experiencing a rise in anti-Semitic incidents. During
Bundestag debates held in October 1990 to decide whether to resume the East
German policy of accepting Soviet Jews, all members agreed that Germany had a
“historical responsibility” to help Jews who were in danger of persecution.?

Upon arrival in Germany, Jewish immigrants’ destinations were assigned
according to the Konigsteiner Schliissel, a geographic formula that distributed
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immigrants across Germany’s sixteen states according to their tax revenues
and population size.’ Jewish immigrants were then encouraged to register with
their local Jewish community. There were two reasons for this. The first was
that German politicians had preconceptions about the Jews who were arriving
in Germany. Some, such as parliamentary state secretary Horst Waffenschmidt
of the conservative Christian Democratic Union, hoped that the immigration
would lead “to a revitalization of the Jewish element in German cultural and
spiritual life, which in the past has played such an important role.”* At this
point in time, however, this was a far less important reason for allowing immi-
gration than Germany’s historical responsibility toward Jews. The second rea-
son was that the Jewish communities had been given funding by the federal
government to provide welfare services to the newcomers, such as language
training and help with finding accommodation.’

All of Germany’s Jewish communities follow Jewish religious law (Halakhah)
in deciding who is to be considered a Jew.® According to the Halakhah, a person
is a Jew if he or she was born to a Jewish mother or has converted to Judaism.
However, not all Jewish communities across the world adhere to the halakhic
definition. In the United States, for example, Reform communities also accept
those who only have a Jewish father, so long as they have been raised in the
Jewish tradition and identify themselves as Jewish.” However, German commu-
nities’ strict adherence to the halakhic definition caused problems because a
large percentage of the Jewish quota refugees were not Jews according to the
Halakhah. There was a high rate of intermarriage between Jews and non-Jews in
the Soviet Union, partly due to the Soviet Union’s atheist and “internationalist”
principles (Jews were defined as a nationality by the Soviet authorities).® Fur-
thermore, of these intermarriages, more involved Jewish men marrying non-
Jewish women than the other way around. Mark Tolts has shown that of all Jews
who married in the Soviet Union in 1988, 58.3 percent of Jewish men married
non-Jewish women, compared to 47.6 percent of Jewish women marrying non-
Jewish men.® The children of marriages between Jewish men and non-Jewish
women would not be considered halakhically Jewish, since their mothers were
not Jewish.

Another dimension to this situation is that anti-Semitic discrimination in
the Soviet Union operated (as elsewhere) on the basis of whether a person was
identifiably Jewish. The most reliable way of identifying whether a person had
a Jewish background was his or her family name. Accounting for exceptions in
cases where the family name had been changed, the situation for Jews in the
Soviet Union would therefore be as follows: If you had two Jewish parents, then
of course you would be a halakhic Jew and have a Jewish last name. If you had a
Jewish mother and a non-Jewish father, you would be a Jew according to halakhic
law but have a non-Jewish family name. Finally, if you had a Jewish father and
a non-Jewish mother, then you would not be a halakhic Jew but would have a
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Jewish last name. You would therefore (as with those who had two Jewish par-
ents) be an easier target for anti-Semitism.

This chapter will be divided into two parts. The first will explore how non-
halakhic Jews from the former Soviet Union were received by Germany’s Jewish
communities, and the second will examine the legislative process whereby the
regulations governing the immigration of Jews from the former Soviet Union
were ultimately brought into line with halakhic criteria. It will therefore inves-
tigate how a policy designed to help Jews who were facing persecution changed
over time to become one that was aimed specifically at “strengthening” Germa-
ny’s Jewish communities.

THe RECEPTION OF NONHALAKHIC JEWS IN
GERMANY’S JEWISH COMMUNITIES

Most scholars estimate that the number of nonhalakhic Jewish immigrants to
Germany was between 25 and 50 percent of all Jewish quota refugees.” Jeffrey
Peck has put the figure much higher at 8o percent of all immigrants,” but his
statistic appears to be an anomaly. The figure also varies depending on whether
non-Jewish relatives, who were also allowed to migrate as quota refugees, are
included or not. Whatever the actual figure, the number of nonhalakhic Jew-
ish immigrants to Germany was large, and this caused considerable difficul-
ties for Jewish communities, since they were forced to decide whether to turn
away potential new members—thereby endangering their long-term survival
prospects—or whether they should welcome them, which would require the
communities to reconsider their adherence to halakhic law.

Although all Jewish communities in Germany adhered to the halakhic defi-
nition, different communities adopted different policies toward nonhalakhic
Jews. Nadine Fligner’s 2007 study of Jewish immigration to the state of Bran-
denburg has shown that the communities there remained open to those who did
not qualify as members.” By contrast, Helga Krohn has stated that the commu-
nity in Frankfurt am Main made it clear from the outset that only halakhic Jews
were allowed to become members and thereby participate in community life.
In a study from 2009, Karen Korber stated that the position adopted by many
communities was that nonhalakhic Jews could take part in community activities
(e.g., youth clubs) but were not allowed to become members, have a bar or bat
mitzvah, and so on.™ This appears to correspond to the attitude of the Branden-
burg communities outlined by Fiigner.

As such, the only solution for many nonhalakhic Jews who wanted to join a
community was to formally convert to Judaism. However, for a number of reasons,
conversion was difficult in Germany, and particularly so for Russian-speaking
Jews. First, Germany’s rabbis deferred to the chief rabbinate in Israel in matters of
conversion. This was primarily due to the relatively small size and, consequently,
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low critical mass of the Jewish community in Germany.” Consequently, the chief
rabbinate in Israel effectively controlled the process of conversion to Judaism in
Germany. This meant that, when communities faced the problem of large numbers
of Russian-speaking nonhalakhic Jews who wanted to become members, Germa-
ny’s rabbis were unable to expand the infrastructure for dealing with converts to
Judaism. From a sympathetic perspective, their hands were tied. However, Moritz
Neumann has argued that German rabbis were not “self-conscious enough to free
themselves from the tutelage of the Chief Rabbinate in Israel.”

The most striking symbol of the Jewish communities’ incapacity was that,
until 2004, there was no Beth Din (rabbinical court) in Germany that could over-
see conversions. The nearest was in Basel, Switzerland. Until 2010, there were
also no seminars or courses to prepare nonhalakhic Jews who wanted to convert,
because German rabbis were not able to provide these without the consent of the
chief rabbinate in Israel.” Before 2004, therefore, converting to Judaism for those
living in Germany required at least one trip abroad (to formally convert) and
others to undertake the preparatory course required for conversion that Germa-
ny’s Jewish communities were not in a position to provide. For Russian-speaking
Jews, many of whom lacked time and money, this was not a feasible option.

In 1994, reports about Jewish quota refugees being refused entry into Jew-
ish communities reached the attention of the German press. Der Spiegel quickly
sought the opinion of Germany’s most senior Jewish representative, the president
of the Central Council of Jews in Germany (Zentralrat der Juden in Deutschland),
Ignatz Bubis. Bubis made it clear that he was incontrovertibly in favor of the com-
munities’ use of halakhic admission criteria. “I truly see myself as a liberal,” he said,
“but even for me the Jewish religious law is the basis. Whoever is not a Jew accord-
ing to this law will not be accepted [into the communities].”® Two years later he
reaffirmed his position: “When only the father is Jewish and the mother is not and
then there is a child, according to our religious principles the mother and child
are not Jewish. Therefore they cannot be accepted into the communities unless
they convert to Judaism.” Bubis did have a reputation as a liberal and a modern-
izer, particularly in terms of his engagement with the German public. However,
his refusal to compromise on the halakhic issue is not surprising. Like his prede-
cessors, Bubis was religiously conservative and wanted to preserve the traditional
character of Germany’s “unified community” (Einheitsgemeinde).>

Already by the mid-1990s, discussions were taking place between senior Jew-
ish representatives and the German government about whether the immigration
regulations for Russian-speaking Jews could be altered so that only halakhic Jews
would be admitted to Germany. In late 1994, publicist Leibl Rosenberg reported
in the Allgemeine Jiidische Wochenzeitung (the main Jewish newspaper in Ger-
many, affiliated with the Central Council of Jews in Germany and henceforth
referred to as Allgemeine) that representatives of the Central Welfare Office
of Jews in Germany had met in Frankfurt with immigration experts from the
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Federal Administrative Office to “exchange their experiences” about the immi-
gration of Russian-speaking Jews. One proposal that arose from this meeting was
to bring the immigration in line with halakhic criteria. This would require that
“the mother must be or have been Jewish—or, if only the father was a Jew, it must
be proved that the immigrant suffered serious disadvantages for this reason.”

Bundestag members also debated whether the immigration regulations for Jews
from the former Soviet Union should be made more restrictive in two sessions in
1996. Amke Dietert-Scheuer of political party the Greens noted at one debate that
“only 20 percent” of immigrants were eligible to join a Jewish community,* while
at another, Social Democrat Horst Sielaff asked whether Germany’s immigration
policy for Jews should follow Israel’s, which, he noted erroneously, “follows only
the female line of descent.”” However, at this point in time, it appears that Ger-
man politicians had no desire to restrict Jewish immigration. It was only after the
Central Council applied pressure that things began to change.

Jewish newspapers in Germany rarely presented Russian-Jewish perspectives
on the “halakhic issue.” One exception is an article in Diisseldorf’s community
newspaper from August 1996, which featured eight short accounts from Russian-
speaking Jews on the subject of religion. Two mentioned the halakhic issue. One
of them, an unnamed female immigrant, described the frustration she felt when
she had tried to register with the Disseldorf community:

They said to me: “You are not Jewish.” And I said: “How so? I was beaten up at
school, I couldn’t enter university, I couldn’t do this and that, I had no rights,
all because I was Jewish.” “It makes no difference to us,” they said to me. “You
are not a Jew. Your mother is a Russian.” And that was exactly how it was back
then. “You are a Jew.” And here, also, it was as if they had to touch something
dirty: “You are not a Jew.” And so I said to myself, what am I doing in the com-
munity? The community doesn’t need me at all.

In an article from 2003, Judith Kessler focused on the psychological impact a rejec-
tion by a Jewish community could have on nonhalakhic Russian-speaking Jews,
writing that this was “the straw that broke the camel’s back” for those who had
been invited to Germany as Jews, tried to join a community, and were then told
that they were not Jewish.” Julius Schoeps and Olaf Glockner argued in 2008 that
Russian-speaking Jews, whose Jewish self-understanding was primarily ethnic and
who often had little knowledge of religion, simply could not understand why the
German communities would not accept those who “only” had a Jewish father.*

In December 1997, Anna Sokhrina, a writer and Russian-Jewish immigrant,
published an account of her first three years in Germany in the Allgemeine. Sokh-
rina explained that the rate of intermarriage between Jews and non-Jews was
high in the Soviet Union because “we Jews lived amongst Russians, Ukrainians,
Belarussians, Kazakhs,” and therefore “it was only natural that people didn’t stay
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‘amongst themselves! We worked, lived and celebrated together—and some-
times people married outside of their own group.”” Sokhrina then went on to
tell the story of one such “mixed” family, with whom she had shared lodgings
after their arrival in Germany: “The woman was Russian. She was big and loud.
Originally she came from Ukraine. Her husband was a Jew, both her in-laws too,
but the children didn’t count as Jews. So say our laws.” The phrase “so say our
laws” (so sind unsere Gesetze), which is common among German-speaking Jews,
was probably meant ironically. These laws were not familiar to most Russian-
speaking Jews, and many had first encountered them only when they went to
register with a Jewish community after they had arrived. In relation to this, Kor-
ber has argued that these exclusionary practices caused Russian-speaking Jews
to view the communities’ halakhic entrance criteria as a form of arbitrariness as
opposed to something religiously proscribed.*

Sokhrina continued her account by describing the “big and loud” Russian
woman:

[She] felt her lack of belonging and developed complexes as a result. These
complexes expressed themselves in an unusual way: “If [ am a Russian, why
should I have to clear up after you Jews?,” she bellowed in the communal
kitchen. “Why should I have to take the rubbish out?” When the cleaning list
was put out, she was allocated fewer days.”

But Sokhrina juxtaposed this unreasonableness with another story: the woman
was told that her children were not allowed to take part in a summer camp orga-
nized by the synagogue, though another boy, who had a Jewish mother and a
Russian father, was allowed. When Sokhrina heard the woman shout, “Where is
the justice here?” she was reminded of the time her aunt’s son was not accepted
into a prestigious institute in the Soviet Union on the basis of his Jewish sur-
name, while another boy, whose mother was Jewish but who bore his father’s
Russian surname, was accepted.*® The point Sokhrina wanted to make was that,
of the children born from mixed marriages, it was those with Jewish fathers, and
hence Jewish last names, who received the brunt of Soviet anti-Semitism.
And yet it was they who were now unable to join the Jewish communities.

LEGISLATIVE CHANGES TO BRING THE IMMIGRATION OF
RUssIAN-SPEAKING JEws INTO LINE WiTH HALAKHIC CRITERIA

In mid-2001, Jewish newspapers began to report on legislative proposals that
aimed to bring the immigration of Russian-speaking Jews in line with halakhic
law. In 2000, an immigration commission was convened under the leadership
of Christian Democratic politician Rita Stissmuth. Its mission was to investigate
current immigration policy in Germany with a view to improving immigrants’
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integration prospects. One of its twenty-one-member team was Central Council
president Paul Spiegel, who was included because of the significant number of
Jews from the former Soviet Union entering Germany at this time.

A vyear later, in July 2001, they published their findings and recommenda-
tions in a document called Zuwanderung gestalten—Integration fordern (Orga-
nize Immigration—Promote Integration). This document turned out to be an
important milestone in the history of postwar Germany, as it was the first time
that Germany’s status as a “country of immigration” (Einwanderungsland) was
officially acknowledged.

The report made recommendations for Germany’s entire immigration
policy and contained a section relating to the immigration of Jews from the
former Soviet Union.” It stated, “The regulated immigration of Jews from
the former Soviet Union should contribute to the further strengthening of the
Jewish communities in Germany.”** With this statement, the immigration com-
mission changed the original and primary reason for the immigration of Russian-
speaking Jews: Germany’s historical responsibility toward Jews who were being
persecuted.” This instigating factor was not mentioned anywhere in the immi-
gration commission’s report. By changing the primary reason for the Russian-
Jewish immigration, the commission made the regulations governing the entry
of Russian-speaking Jews look unsuitable. From this point it was easy to argue
that “Jewish religious law will be the basis for assessing applicants’ entitlement
to immigrate. That means that only persons with a Jewish mother or who have
converted according to the rules of the rabbinical court are entitled.”** Thus the
commission’s report followed the communities’ position that a Jew was someone
born to a Jewish mother or who had converted to Judaism. Furthermore, it did
not acknowledge the difficulties faced by nonhalakhic Jews who wanted to con-
vert, since there were at this time no rabbinical courts in Germany.

In the weeks preceding and following the publication of the immigration
commission’s report, Spiegel gave interviews to several newspapers in which he
justified the recommendations pertaining to the Russian-Jewish immigration.
He told Der Spiegel that, since quota immigration had begun, thirty thousand
Jews had come to Germany “who are not real Jews according to our halakhic
religious law.”» He told Zukunft, a dual-language newspaper set up by the Cen-
tral Council in 2001 and aimed specifically at Russian-speaking Jews, that immi-
gration should “concern Jews and not persons with a mere Jewish background
in a broad sense.”* However, Spiegel wanted to assure Russian-speaking Jews
already living in Germany that the new regulations would apply only to prospec-
tive immigrants—that is, those who had not yet submitted their applications to
the German authorities in their respective countries. “Not a single quota refugee
will be sent back!” he stated in an interview.”

Spiegel also emphasized in these interviews that the quota immigration’s
purpose was, and always had been, to strengthen the Jewish communities. He
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told Zukunft, “The immigration program was created at the time to improve the
membership structure of the Jewish communities in Germany and to save them
from extinction.”*® Spiegel may have believed by this point that the threat facing
Jews in the former Soviet Union from anti-Semitic organizations such as Pamyat
had largely subsided.” Yet Spiegel did not mention this issue and instead insisted
that strengthening the Jewish communities had always been the aim of allow-
ing Russian-speaking Jews to come to Germany. Spiegel thereby downplayed the
seriousness of the situation Jews had faced in the collapsing Soviet Union and
ignored Germany’s historical responsibility toward them.

Spiegel also used the literal meaning of the designation “quota refugee” in his
justification of the new recommendations. He stated that there was a specific quota
for the incoming Jewish immigrants, which there never had been. The quota refu-
gee law had been used by the German government as a framework for accepting
Jewish immigrants simply because it already existed. Nonetheless, Spiegel argued
that “the term ‘quota refugee’ denotes a certain quantity of refugees. Therefore
we must point out that half of the refugees who have been able to immigrate so
far are not Jews according to halakhic principles. The quota would therefore be
met with a considerable portion of non-Jews, and halakhic Jews would no longer
have the chance to immigrate to Germany.”* Since Spiegel was surely aware that
no quota for the Russian-speaking Jews had ever been put in place, this argument
must have been aimed at those who did not know the real terms of the quota
refugee law.

Spiegel did have a point in arguing that Jewish communities should not be
responsible for determining who was a halakhic Jew and who was not, since the
immigration had been initiated by the state, not by the communities. However,
the logical corollary of this was not that nonhalakhic Jews should not be allowed
to immigrate at all. Under Spiegel’s recommendations, the German authorities
in the former Soviet states would check the identity papers of applicants and
would only allow halakhic Jews (i.e., those who could prove that their mother
was Jewish) to obtain visas for Germany. However, an alternative solution would
have been to keep the existing regulations in place but pass the responsibility for
identifying halakhic Jews on to the German authorities upon the immigrants’
arrival. Halakhic Jews could then be encouraged to join Jewish communities,
while nonhalakhic Jews would receive their welfare support from the state. This
way the German government could continue to fulfill its responsibility to those
persecuted as Jews, while the Jewish communities would receive a contingent of
halakhic Jews. The fact that this possibility was never raised might be explained
by sensitivity about the Nazi past. The German government was hesitant to be
seen as performing a “selection” of any kind on Jews. This was probably why,
from the outset, it had passed the responsibility on to the Jewish communities.
However, the complications arising from this decision ultimately led to the cur-
tailment of Jewish immigration altogether.
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German politicians were generally less enthusiastic than the Central Council
about changing the immigration regulations to serve primarily religious ends.
Werner Hoyer of the liberal Free Democrats commented in a Bundestag debate
in June 1996 that while it was “understandable” for Jewish communities to com-
plain that “of the X number of people who live in their community district, only a
few commit to or even register with the community,” he nonetheless maintained
that every immigrant should be able to decide “whether or not he wishes to pro-
fess his religious belonging” upon arrival in Germany and that this should not
be a factor in deciding applicants’ eligibility.#* Hoyer therefore highlighted the
difference between two types of immigration policy with regard to the Russian-
speaking Jews: one that focused exclusively on conditions in immigrants’ coun-
tries of origin, and one that aimed to achieve a particular goal in the destination
country—in this case, the revival of the Jewish communities in a religious sense.
It was Spiegel’s advocacy of the latter that determined the immigration commis-
sion’s recommendations.

In December 2001, the immigration commission’s proposals were debated in
the Bundestag, and it was at this time that media coverage of the recommenda-
tions for Russian-Jewish immigration reached its peak. Spiegel’s position was
broadly supported by Jewish community leaders. Michael Fiirst, head of the Jew-
ish communities in Lower Saxony, stated that after the new regulations were put
in place, they hoped to be able to “bind” new members “closer to the Jewish
community”# Such responses were understandable. Given their communities’
adherence to the halakhic definition, Jewish leaders naturally did not want to
have to deal with large numbers of nonhalakhic Jews. However, they did not
countenance the possibility that there were other solutions that could have
allowed the quota immigration to continue without placing the responsibility
for nonhalakhic Jews on the communities.

Spiegel’s recommendations were, however, criticized by some communi-
ties. Members of the Jewish community in Aachen warned of a “restriction” on
numbers if the proposals became law. They stated that the immigration had not
originally been initiated to strengthen the communities and pointed to Germa-
ny’s historical responsibility to protect persecuted Jews regardless of their hal-
akhic status. Part of their statement read, “In the Third Reich, as is well known,
it was not only Jews according to halakhic religious law who were persecuted
and killed. In the ex-Soviet Union, Judeophobia threatens all those who are per-
ceived as Jews.”®# John March, a board member of the Liberal Jewish commu-
nity in Cologne, also criticized the idea that the Jewish immigration policy was
only in place to strengthen the communities. He argued that the problem with
the immigration was not that nonhalakhic Jews were coming to Germany and
trying to join communities, but rather that efforts to educate all Jewish immi-
grants in religious matters were woefully inadequate. Filtering out nonhalakhic
Jews in their countries of origin, March argued, would do nothing to solve the
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communities’ integration problems. The only solution was to religiously inte-
grate all immigrants who wanted to join the communities.* However, this led
back to the issue of conversion, which, as described above, was by no means an
easy solution.

Samson Madievski, a Jewish immigrant from Moldova to Germany, became
a leading campaigner against the proposals. “We do not understand,” he told the
Siiddeutsche Zeitung in August 2001, “how the Central Council can exclude such
a large part of the Jewish immigrants.”* His first argument was that prohibiting
the immigration of nonhalakhic Jews would make no difference to the religious
composition of the communities, which, after all, was the main reason given by
supporters of the proposals. As Madievski put it, “What changes for the com-
munities if only halakhic Jews come? They are not much more religious.”* Four
months later, in the Neue Ziircher Zeitung, Madievski raised three additional
points against the recommendations. The first was that Germany’s constitution,
the Basic Law (Grundgesetz), forbade the state from making religious norms
the basis for legislation; the second, that neither the Nazis nor the Soviets cared
whether their victims were halakhic Jews or not; and the third, that the Central
Council was acting out of self-interested motives and not looking at the broader
humanitarian picture.”

At some point between December 2001 and March 2002, during the debates
surrounding the immigration commission’s proposals for a new immigration
law, the federal government decided that Spiegel’s recommendations—to accept
only halakhic Russian-speaking Jews—were indeed unconstitutional. Although
the documentation surrounding this decision is not currently available,* a com-
ment made by parliamentary state secretary Fritz Rudolf Korper in July 2001
offers some insight into why the decision was made. Korper stated that the “ethi-
cal standard” of the German constitution was “openness towards the plurality of
ideological and religious beliefs.” Therefore, the state had to maintain “religious
and ideological neutrality.”# In April 2002, Stephan J. Kramer, then managing
director of the Central Council, commented that Spiegel’s recommendation had
“no support at the present time” from the federal government, which had cited
“the separation of church and state” as well as “other political objections” in their
rejection of it.>°

Despite this setback, Spiegel did not give up his campaign for the immigra-
tion regulations to be changed. He reiterated his main argument to Zukunft in
July 2002 that the immigration “was initiated with the aim of permanently secur-
ing the existence of Jewish communities in Germany.”>" He also described the
question “who is a Jew” as “indisputably defined, namely someone who was born
to a Jewish mother or who has converted to Judaism.”s*

The period between the failure of the Central Council’s recommendations in
early 2002 and the eventual decision to revise the regulatory framework for the
immigration of Jews from the former Soviet Union in June 2005 saw a high level
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of criticism of the Einheitsgemeinde communities’ treatment of nonhalakhic
Jews. During this period, there was a widespread feeling that the communities
would have to find a way of dealing with nonhalakhic Jews, since they were not
able to prevent them from entering Germany. At the end of 2002, a seminar was
held at the Liberal community in Oldenburg to discuss integration strategies for
Russian-speaking Jews. The British rabbi Jonathan Magonet, who believed in
the halakhic definition, expressed his dilemma: “What is to be done with those
for whom the state dictated: a Jew is someone who has a Jewish father? They
are—politically speaking—obviously Jewish.”* In an August 2003 interview with
Das Parlament, a political newspaper published by the Bundestag, Julius Scho-
eps, professor of German-Jewish studies at the University of Potsdam, was asked,
“Does the Einheitsgemeinde have to become more liberal? Should it not simply
turn a blind eye and say: It doesn’t matter if you are a Jew according to halakhic
law or not—we consider you as Jewish because you see yourself as Jewish?”s
Schoeps admitted that this possibility needed to be considered and, at the very
least, a better infrastructure was needed for conversion in Germany.

The new immigration law for Germany was finally ratified in August 2004
after three years of negotiations. Although it did not include the “halakhic stip-
ulation,” one small component of this comprehensive new law—which came
into effect on 1 January 2005—was to repeal the decision made by the Ministe-
rial Conference (Ministerprasidentenkonferenz) on 9 January 1991 to apply the
quota refugee law to Jews in the Soviet Union. However, the German government
decided that it wanted the immigration of Jews from the former Soviet Union to
continue, and so the same regulations that had been in place since 1991 were con-
tinued under article 3 of the Residence Act (Aufenthaltsgesetz).” Then, in June
2005, the Conference of the Ministers of the Interior (Konferenz der Innenminis-
ter und -senatoren der Lander) drafted a resolution that put the immigration of
Jews from the former Soviet Union on a new legal basis. These new regulations
were in fact more restrictive than those proposed by the immigration commis-
sion in 2001, as they made the immigration contingent on not one but three extra
factors: first, that prospective immigrants could show that they would be able
to support themselves financially in Germany and would not be dependent on
social welfare; second, that they could demonstrate a basic knowledge of the Ger-
man language; and third, that they would be able to join a Jewish community.*

The final criterion allowed the federal government to circumvent the consti-
tutional stipulation, which forbade the intrusion of religious matters into state
law: Jews did not have to prove that they were halakhically Jewish in their coun-
tries of origin, but they did have to prove that they were eligible to join one of
Germany’s Jewish communities, and since all of these followed the halakhic defi-
nition, this meant in effect the same thing.” When members of Alliance 9o / The
Greens asked in the Bundestag in September 2006 whether the new admission
criteria would ensure “that secular [sic] Jews will still be accepted into Germany
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in the future,” a government spokesperson replied by outlining the three criteria
mentioned above and concluded, “Whether an individual is to be accepted into
a Jewish community is exclusively a matter for the Jewish community [Gemein-
schaft]”®* In this way, the federal government managed to absolve itself of all
responsibility for the content of the immigration, while at the same time making
it appear as though it was merely deferring to the Central Council’s wishes.

The new regulations for the Jewish immigration were ratified in November
2005 and came into effect in July 2006. Paul Spiegel described them in a press
statement in late June 2005 as a “fair compromise.” Responses to the new regula-
tions in the Jewish press were minimal. The absence of any criticism in the Allge-
meine and in community publications can be explained by the Central Council’s
support of—and indeed active role in determining—the new measures. One of
the few Jewish newspapers that did discuss the implications of the new regu-
lations was the Jiidische Korrespondenz, published by the Jiidische Kulturverein
Berlin, a Jewish cultural association with a liberal outlook. In the February 2005
issue, Pavel Polian, a Russian-Jewish historian, expressed his frustration with the
way the new regulations were being negotiated, stating, “When the Bundestag
originally decided on the admission of Jewish refugees from the former Soviet
Union, the government received unanimous support from parliament. Today
the government decides in secret and consults ‘interested parties’ behind closed
doors.” Polian believed that the new regulations would have a negative impact
on Jewish life in Germany and that the current situation had been caused by the
complete lack of Russian-Jewish representatives in the Central Council. What
was needed now, he argued, was “an open dialogue with those whose fate it con-
cerns, with representatives from the Russian-speaking press and with indepen-
dent experts.”* However, it appears that this did not take place.

The Central Council and the Jewish communities had their own motiva-
tions for implementing more restrictive, halakhically based immigration regu-
lations for Russian-speaking Jews. But the new regulations also changed the
meaning of such immigration. In a Bundestag debate in October 1992, poli-
ticians from various parties had agreed that the immigration was a “sign of
reconciliation” and a product of Germany’s “historical responsibility toward
the Jewish people” and, resulting from this, a response to the “aggressive anti-
Semitism” on the rise in the states of the former Soviet Union.® In contrast, by
June 2006, a government statement described the “goal” of the immigration as
being “to strengthen the Jewish communities in Germany” and stated that the
new regulations were intended to facilitate the integration of new immigrants
into the communities.” By changing the terms of the immigration in this way,
the new entrance criteria appeared justified.

It is not clear why Germany’s historical responsibility toward persecuted Jews
was sidelined when the immigration regulations were revised in 2005. Although the
immediate threat of anti-Semitic attacks in the former Soviet states had subsided



RESPONSES TO THE IMMIGRATION OF RUSSIAN-SPEAKING JEWS 203

by this point, there was no guarantee that this threat would not flare up again in the
future. Yet the German government complied with the Central Council’s requests
and did not press the need to uphold Germany’s historical responsibility. It is pos-
sible that the government recognized that it had mismanaged the immigration
from the outset; first, by not realizing that there was a discrepancy between its
admission criteria and that of the Jewish communities, and second, by placing the
responsibility for the “selection” of halakhic Jews on individual communities. In
view of its mistakes, the government was now prepared to let the Central Council
take the lead in determining the new regulations. However, it is also possible that
the government itself now wanted to limit the overall number of Jews migrating to
Germany, since between 2002 and 2004, the number of Jewish immigrants arriving
in Germany was greater than the number migrating to Israel.®® Taken together with
the Central Council’s complaints about the large number of nonhalakhic Jews, the
prospect of diplomatic tension with Israel may have led the German government
to decide that the current regulations were now doing more harm than good and
that the immigration should be curtailed.
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CHAPTER 12

=
POLICING THE EAST

THE NEW JEWISH HERO IN DOMINIK GRAF’S CRIME
DRAMA IM ANGESICHT DES VERBRECHENS

Jill Suzanne Smith

The German film and television director Dominik Graf’s 2010 miniseries Im
Angesicht des Verbrechens (Face to Face with the Crime) is a crime drama about
the Russian Mafia and the German police who struggle to bring them to justice
in the capital city of Berlin, and yet the opening images of the series are not of
Berlin but of a woodland lake in Ukraine. It is there that viewers are introduced
to the young Ukrainian woman Jelena (Alina Levshin), who by the end of the
first episode is transported to Berlin under false pretenses, stripped of her pass-
port, and forced to work as a prostitute for the brutal Mafia boss Andrej (Mark
Ivanir). In the opening moments of the series—moments that will be repeated
at the start of every subsequent episode—Jelena is presented to the audience as
a naked nixie who yearns for love just as much as she yearns to leave her Ukrai-
nian village. Wearing nothing but a silver cross around her neck, she dives into
the depths of the lake, and in Ukrainian-accented German, her voiceover begins,
“Grandmother said, ‘Lenotschka, child, under water you will see the man you
love’ ... But all I ever saw was a German tank from the Great Patriotic War.”
Diving into the water again, she swims past the tank and past ghostly faces of
dead men until the softly lit image of a man’s face, her future lover and the hero
of the series, Marek Gorsky (Max Riemelt), becomes visible in the water. The
mystical, dreamlike quality of the image evokes the vision of a clairvoyant, and it
provides a sharp contrast to what follows the opening sequence. As Jelena smiles
and reaches her face forward as if to kiss the underwater image, the camera cuts
abruptly to four establishing aerial shots of Berlin and then cuts to a close-up
of the policeman Gorsky, who is standing in the sterile, steel box of an elevator
with his colleagues and preparing to make an arrest. As the director Graf himself

206



POLICING THE EAST 207

Figure 12.1. Max Riemelt as Marek Gorsky in Im Angesicht des Verbrechens (Face to Face
with the Crime). Source: Screenshot, Ascot Elite Home Entertainment.

has claimed, the decision to open the series with Gorsky’s apparition gives both
Jelena and the audience a “glimpse at the men of the future.”> What makes this
particular man of the future different from other leading men in German crime
series is that he is Jewish.

Marek Gorsky is the son of Latvian Jews who settled in Berlin after the disso-
lution of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s, and Graf’s series brings its viewers
into repeated contact with the post-Soviet Jewish milieu, from the large fam-
ily gathering in the first episode to the humble shoe-repair shop run by the
benevolent Ukrainian “Uncle” Sascha (Ryszard Ronczewski) to observations of
the Sabbath and visits to the Jewish cemetery at Berlin Weifiensee. By show-
ing how post-Soviet Jews navigate a myriad of spaces, relations, and languages
in postunification Berlin, Graf and screenwriter Rolf Basedow draw inspira-
tion from contemporary Jewish life in the German capital, where Jews are more
likely to hail from the former Soviet Union than anywhere else.> Basedow has
cited Gorsky’s Jewish migrant background as the spark of inspiration for the
screenplay, and Graf has repeatedly claimed that the figure of Marek Gorsky as a
young policeman who is not “ethnically German, but Jewish-Latvian” was what
drew him to Basedow’s screenplay in the first place.* Despite the series” deliber-
ate marking of Jewishness and the creators’ stated desire to present viewers with
a new type of protagonist for the crime genre (a genre that has been historically
devoid of Jewish characters, especially when it comes to depicting police), exist-
ing reviews and scholarly analyses of Face to Face with the Crime tend to ignore
or gloss over the representation of Jewishness in the series.> More often than
not, reviews in the press focus on the conflicts and connections between the
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world of the police, which is coded as German, and the world of the criminals,
which is coded as Russian, despite the fact that the series depicts the world of
organized crime as a mixture of ethnicities, all of them Eastern—Russian, Turk-
ish, Ukrainian, Vietnamese—yet fully supported by German money. German
film scholars Britta Hartmann and Peter Korte rather anxiously write about
the series as if it were an exposé on the criminal underworld in Berlin. Korte
admits that it gave him a more jaded view of his home city, and Hartmann
ends her analysis of urban spaces in the series with the ominous claim that Ber-
lin’s “inner erosion is hiding beneath the surface.”® Even Brad Prager’s nuanced
reading of Graf’s miniseries delivers a surprisingly dismissive interpretation of
Gorsky’s Jewish identity, which Prager reads as “primarily an ornamental factor
meant to differentiate him from the non-Jewish criminals he is fighting” and
“to underscore . . . his general desire to respect the law.”” Gorsky’s Jewishness,
thereby, becomes a one-dimensional adherence to ritual, which in turn becomes
a symbol for his work in law enforcement.

In contrast to existing scholarship on Graf’s miniseries, this essay engages with
its multilayered figurations of Jewishness, looking primarily at Marek Gorsky
himself but also at the representation of his elder sister, Stella (Marie Bdumer),
and of Uncle Sascha in order to show how Basedow and Graf mobilize both
historical and contemporary narratives of European Jewishness in order to pose
critical questions about Germany’s future. The reading of Gorsky I offer serves
to both correct and explain why previous analyses of Graf’s series dismiss or
ignore Gorsky’s Jewishness. It does so by arguing that Jewish masculinity in the
form of the “muscle Jew” gets reconstructed in the figure of Gorsky, whose taut
body and unshakable demeanor recall the “elegant posture, decisive confidence,
and most of all, physical strength” promoted by Zionist thinkers like Max Nor-
dau and Theodor Herzl and embodied by German-Jewish athletes and soldiers
around the turn of the last century.® Meant at the time to serve as an antidote to
the “weak, frail,” and feminized Jew of the European Diaspora, the image of the
muscle Jew provided hope for those who were, to quote Moshe Zimmermann,
“looking for new horizons for Jewish life” beyond the increasingly anti-Semitic
political and social climate of late nineteenth-century Europe. And yet, as Todd
Presner argues, Jewish “physical rejuvenation cannot in any way be limited to
a Zionist project”; rather, the vision of a muscle Jew was part of “multiple dis-
courses concerning the corporeal politics of regeneration” that often supported
the German nationalist project.”® Graf’s series gives voice to contemporary Ger-
man anxieties regarding the “inner erosion” (to recall Hartmann’s formulation)
of the newly unified nation due to the influx of large migrant populations, par-
ticularly from the former Soviet Union, but it also posits the idea that the future
of Germany depends on people like Gorsky, who have migrant backgrounds yet
can successfully and convincingly assimilate into German culture. As I will show
(and I suspect that this is one reason that scholars like Prager are reluctant to
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give Gorsky’s Jewishness too much emphasis), in the final episodes of the series
Gorsky’s Jewishness completely fades from view, and he is repeatedly called
“the German man.” By staging Gorsky’s assimilation, the miniseries hints that,
if post-Soviet Jews relinquish certain elements of their Eastern identities and
embrace their civic responsibilities, they can become model Germans for the
new millennium—Germans who can in turn rescue newer Eastern migrants, like
the noble Ukrainian prostitute Jelena, from crime and corruption.

While an interpretation of Graf’s series through the figure of the muscle Jew
may end with a full integration of the post-Soviet Jewish man into the German
nation, an alternate reading of the crime drama contends with figures who are
less easily assimilated: Gorsky’s sister, Stella, and the mischievous-yet-principled
family friend, Uncle Sascha. Stella’s ability to play both the “Jewish mama” while
in her family’s apartment and the cunning wife of the Russian Mafia boss Mischa
(Misel MatiCevi¢) when viewed alongside her affectionate yet antagonistic rela-
tionship with her younger brother allows her to expose the conflicts that exist
between Jewish and non-Jewish Russians and to maintain an ambivalent position
in regard to German culture. As a self-proclaimed and proud “Jew from Odessa,”
Uncle Sascha at first seems like an old jokester, and yet as the series progresses,
he is revealed to be an influential figure within the world of organized crime, one
who can sit in judgment over the warring Mafia bosses and police them from the
inside. Both Uncle Sascha, as a Jew and former street bandit from Odessa, and
Stella, who manages the restaurant Odessa as a legitimate cover for her husband’s
illegal activities, evoke a different historical image of Eastern European Jewry:
that of Old Odessa, a city where Jewish thieves and rogues thrived."” By weaving
the myth of Old Odessa as a city of Jews and a city of sin with that of Berlin, a
city that still likes to flaunt its reputation as a modern Babylon, Face to Face with
the Crime offers viewers a more playful view of the German capital—of, in Graf’s
words, a “less inhibited German world, . . . a dream world of gangsters with an
attitude and a code of honour that never existed.” To look at multilayered rep-
resentations of Jews, therefore, is to present Graf’s miniseries not simply as a
sociological study of post-Soviet migrant populations in Berlin and the compet-
ing familial and cultural allegiances with which they struggle but also as a more
fantastical representation of lovers, siblings, heroes, and antiheroes that weaves a
rich tapestry of Russian, German, and Jewish stories and histories.

THE MuscCLE JEwW SAVES GERMANY

In a 1903 article published in the Juedische Turnzeitung (Journal of Jewish Gym-
nastics), the physician, writer, and cultural critic Max Nordau praises the Ber-
lin Jewish gymnastic club for naming itself after the leader of an ancient Jewish
revolt, Bar Kokhba, “a hero who refused to know defeat.” Nordau repeats his 1898
call for the creation of “a Jewry of muscles” and calls on his readers to become
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like Bar Kokhba and “once more become deep chested, sturdy, sharp-eyed men.”
By strengthening their bodies, honing their reflexes, and hardening their resolve,
a Jewry of muscles could remedy the adverse effects of life in modern Europe, a
life that deprived them of “light, air, water and earth” and made them into weak,
timid, “unmanly” beings who were often blamed for the physical, mental, and
moral decline, or “degeneration,” of European culture.* Increased physical
strength and masculine prowess would ready Jewish men for the Zionist proj-
ect of leaving Europe and settling in Palestine, but paradoxically, in its praise of
sunlight and toned bodies, the ideal of the muscle Jew also helped them con-
form to German ideals of masculinity and contribute to the project of building a
strong German nation.” Germans and Jews of the nineteenth century embraced
the idea of healthy corporeality as a means toward both individual and national
regeneration; as Presner cogently states, “Strong, robust, and vital individuals
would form a strong, robust, and vital body politic.”® The idea of the muscle
Jew is, therefore, as much about assimilation into German culture as it is about
separation from it; indeed, Nordau, its main advocate, was himself an assimilated
Jew who embodied the desire both to belong to German culture and to leave it,
and his works reveal what Jay Geller has aptly called “the irresolvable antinomy
between assimilationist desire and anti-Semitic repudiation.”” While the muscle
Jew as German patriot—both real and imagined—reached his pinnacle in the
First World War and continued to resonate throughout the Weimar Republic,
the era of the muscle Jew ended definitively with the rise of National Socialism
and the murder of European Jews in the Shoah. In their study Jewish Masculini-
ties, Paul Lerner, Benjamin Maria Baader, and Sharon Gillerman contend that
Nazis” disenfranchisement and defamation of Jews, followed by their deporta-
tion and death, could be seen as a “systematic emasculation of Jewish men.”*
This emasculated image of Jewish men has had tremendous staying power in
postwar and even post-Wall German visual culture, in which viewers are much
more likely to find images of Jewish men as victims of Nazi persecution or, in
more recent years, as figures of comic relief or as bookish, feminized objects of
desire. While muscle Jews abound in Israeli visual culture, the muscle Jew was
absent from German visual culture until Grat’s Face to Face with the Crime pre-
miered at the Berlin Film Festival in 2010.

As the main protagonist and hero of Graf’s crime series, Marek Gorsky has all
the qualities of the muscle Jew: he is alert and quick to act; he is physically agile
with a chiseled body and penetrating blue-gray eyes. In his role as a policeman,
he always manages to outrun his more lumbering German partner, Sven Lottner
(Ronald Zehrfeld), a charming East Berliner who provides welcome moments
of comic relief to counter Gorsky’s earnestness. In his role as the son of Lat-
vian Jewish immigrants, he shows his devotion to family religious rituals and to
the memory of his murdered brother, Grischa (Kai Michael Miiller), who was
shot ten years before the action of the series begins. There is perhaps no better
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representation of Gorsky as a muscle Jew than the image of him mourning at
Grischa’s grave in the Jewish cemetery at Berlin Weilensee, wearing a yarmulke
and a short-sleeved shirt that accentuates his biceps. At the start of the series,
Gorsky nimbly moves between spaces, social configurations, and languages. His
language of choice is German with a Berlin accent, a mode of expression that
shows his allegiance to his home city and allows him to establish a convincing
buddy dynamic with partner Lottner, a key element of most police crime series.
In the course of the first episode, however, we also see Gorsky praying in Hebrew
at the family dinner table, and we hear him speak in fluent Russian at a Berlin
club frequented by the Mafia brigades. The arrest sequence that introduces view-
ers to Gorsky cannily reveals all three of his linguistic and ethnic allegiances:
when Gorsky and his team of cops enter the apartment of a Russian immigrant
family, the camera cuts repeatedly to a close-up of Gorsky, who listens intently
to the Russian parents and gleans valuable information about their son’s where-
abouts; when the younger son, Boris, pulls out a pistol and points it at Gorsky,
he quickly yet calmly disarms the boy and just as quickly gives him a slap in the
face. The brief confrontation with the armed boy, however, triggers the first of
many flashbacks tinted in red—flashbacks that give viewers glimpses of Marek,
Stella, and Grischa as teens. Although most of the red flashbacks show Grischa’s
grim death at the hands of the Ukrainian gangster Sergij Sokolov (Georgiy Povo-
lotsiy), this first flashback focuses more on the siblings’ dynamic as Stella points
disapprovingly at Grischa while he cavalierly plays with a handgun. This is the
only flashback that is set in the Gorskys” home, and it subtly yet clearly marks
the family as Jewish long before we see them praying and mourning together.
It does so by showing extinguished Sabbath candles and a candleholder with
Hebrew letters on the living room table in front of Grischa, and when Grischa
places his pistol on the table next to the candles, the camera zooms in on the two
discordant objects. Then the flashback ends abruptly. Marek Gorsky is, therefore,
marked as a Russian-speaking Jew from the start of the series just as much as
he is marked as German. His story starts as one of successful acculturation; he
seems to live easily in German culture, while he continues to observe Jewish cus-
toms and speak other languages (Hebrew and Russian).

As Graf’s series progresses, however, Gorsky’s allegiance to his Jewish fam-
ily becomes increasingly intertwined with his work as a German police officer,
causing tension between him and Stella yet moving him closer to the truth about
Grischa’s murder. To be a policeman is, in the eyes of both the Jewish and Rus-
sian characters in the series, to be a Mussar, an epithet meaning “trash.” Gor-
sky is therefore treated with great mistrust and disrespect by extended family
members and acquaintances, and even his mother and sister lament his choice
of profession. The series’ thematization of ethnic belonging, family loyalty, per-
sonal revenge, and codes of honor on both sides of the law allows it to expand
the crime genre to include elements of the family drama and the gangster story
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Figure 12.2. Gorsky visits his brother’s grave. Source: Screenshot, Ascot Elite Home
Entertainment.

that, by Graf’s own admission, pay homage to Francis Ford Coppola’s Godfather
films from the 1970s as much as they reference gritty U.S. police series like Hill
Street Blues (Bochco and Kozoll, 1981-1987) and NYPD Blue (Bochco and Milch,
1993—2005).> Film and media scholars like Kathrin Rothemund therefore clas-
sify Face to Face with the Crime as “complex crime,” a mixed genre that mediates
“between traditional television crime fiction and the . . . gangster’s world pre-
sented on the big screen.”* Gorsky, too, must mediate between his own desire to
avenge Grischa’s death and his chance to fight organized crime as a member of
Berlin’s State Bureau of Investigation (Landeskriminalamt, or LKA). He does his
best work when these two goals align, as they do in the pursuit of Sokolov, who
is both Grischa’s murderer and one of the LKA’s prime targets.

Through multiple scenes that show Gorsky reaching out to other Jewish
characters—visiting his parents on the Sabbath, finding Grischa’s ex-lover Lisa,
going to Uncle Sascha’s shoe-repair shop—in order to connect Grischa’s murder
to Sokolov, Graf and Basedow lure viewers into thinking that Gorsky can rec-
oncile his police work with his Jewishness. And yet the conversations he has in
these scenes indicate an increasing alienation from the Jewish world of his family
and the strengthening of his allegiance to the state due to his role as police-
man and hence a civil servant. For example, after Grischa’s former girlfriend Lisa
(Valery Tscheplanowa) gives Gorsky her eyewitness account of Grischa’s murder,
she talks in a bittersweet tone about how she found peace after his death, stating
“I married a goy.” The camera jumps briefly to Gorsky, who throws up his hands
in a gesture of bemused resignation, and Lisa continues, “You’re a cop. I'm a
nurse. We both do something useful. That counts for something.” Although the
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Figure 12.3. The muscle Jew, naked and armed, emerges into the sunlight as the “German
man.” Source: Screenshot, Ascot Elite Home Entertainment.

conversation between Lisa and Gorsky alternates between Russian and German,
Lisa delivers these lines in German. More than any other scene in the series, this
one makes a case for Jewish assimilation that goes back to European Enlighten-
ment pleas for the legal emancipation of the Jews—to what Presner describes
as “the normalization of [Jewish] participation in civil society” and “the over-
coming of Jewish particularity through intermarriage, conversion, and assimi-
lation.”** Presner presents the eighteenth-century writings of German thinkers
like Christian Wilhelm von Dohm as providing the ideological foundation for
the muscle Jew and the project of regeneration the figure embodies, for Dohm
argued that “the Jews . . . will fulfill the obligation to defend the society which
has given them equal rights,” and that they will exhibit “the good will, also the
soldierly courage and physical fitness” required to defend German society.? As
a nurse, Lisa works to improve the health of German residents and citizens,
while as a cop, Gorsky restores the “social equilibrium” of the state by fighting
organized crime.* Engaging in this fight means first concealing, then ultimately
relinquishing, his Jewishness.

The interpretation of Marek Gorsky as a muscle Jew who saves Germans from
Russian invaders is such a compelling one because of the way in which Graf’s
series represents physical bodies, particularly men’s bodies, and also because
it reanimates the idea of the German body politic fighting criminal invasion.
With very few exceptions, the Russian Mafiosi are depicted as lean and muscular
fighters (Stella’s husband, Mischa, trains in the boxing ring, while his wolfish
antagonist Andrej is pictured jogging), while the Germans tend to range from
paunchy (the corrupt policeman Hollmann) to obese (the decadent, corrupt
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investor Lenz is repeatedly called “Fat Lenz”). Even the sympathetic Lottner is
too rotund for his bulletproof vest and gets shot in the exposed ring of flesh
in the final showdown with Sokolov. Only Gorsky’s sinewy body comes close to
those of the Russian crime bosses, which is why the camera focuses on him dur-
ing a key moment in a racially tinged motivational speech given in episode four
by the head of the LKA, Nico Roeber (Arvid Birnbaum). Disheartened by a failed
arrest, Roeber prods his team into action by offering them a vision of their own
demise as Germans. Employing the rhetoric of degeneration, Roeber says of the
Mafia bosses, “In their eyes, it looks like we Germans are a dying breed. . .. We're
dumb German money. They’re the victors, the proud barbarians. They’ve inun-
dated our country.” As Roeber speaks these lines, the images shown onscreen
alternate between midrange shots of Roeber’s face in front of a map of Berlin
with photographs of wanted criminals like Sokolov and shots of the criminals
themselves, some of them reveling—dancing, womanizing, snorting cocaine—in
their corrupt lifestyles and some of them living a seemingly respectable life
in luxury villas with their wives and children. As Roeber delivers the following
lines, however, the camera hones in on Gorsky: “They’re superior to us in their
will to live and their strength.” The darkened background of this shot serves to
accentuate Gorsky’s defiant gaze and strong jawline, therefore representing him
as the one person in the room who could prove Roeber wrong. The muscle Jew
saves Germany, but in so doing, he must embody the impenetrable, potentially
violent masculinity that is so often coupled with nationalist chauvinism.”

With Roeber’s monologue, Graf’s series gives a voice to contemporary Ger-
man xenophobic fears by reinvigorating nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
anxieties regarding degeneration and invasion. The journalists Katja Nicodemus
and Christof Siemes aptly refer to Roeber’s tirade as a “blood and soil speech”
reminiscent of fascist rhetoric, and they ask Graf whether or not he thinks
that the speech’s “drastic” nature undermines the more complex narrative of
the series.?® Graf’s answer is, on the one hand, naive: he claims that Roeber’s
speech does not constitute an “ethnic generalization” about Russians. And yet
the series repeatedly indulges in ethnic generalizations and offensive stereotypes,
especially in its representations of Eastern Others like the Turks (who are por-
trayed as lascivious and brutal) and the Vietnamese cigarette smugglers (who
are either feminized dandies or destitute street peddlers referred to by the Rus-
sians as the “Vietcong”). On the other hand, Graf conveys to his interviewers
what he thinks is the main message of the scene: the police are supposed to see
through the facade of the Mafia bosses as respectable businessmen and see them
instead as an existential threat. His answer—more than the scene itself—reveals
the “double bind” inherent to assimilation, in which the host culture demands
that foreign Others erase all traces of their difference, and yet the host culture
assumes that the foreign others want to destroy the host culture from inside; that
these Others are, to quote Geller, “constitutionally incapable of eliminating their
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difference.”” Face to Face with the Crime, I would argue, wrestles with questions
of assimilation, taking great pains to present Gorsky as someone who can—and
even should—assimilate successfully into German culture. Perhaps his Jewish-
ness makes this easier; certainly the German state has deliberately tried to make
Jewish migration to and integration into German society as smooth as possible,
and it has thrown up fewer barriers to Jewish migrants than to any other migrant
group to post-Wall Germany.* Unlike the Russian criminals, for whom the idea
of learning German is a running joke, Gorsky speaks the language. But like
many of the Russian men, he is young, strong, and virile (most of the Germans
in the series are childless, while the Russian Mafia bosses are repeatedly shown
with their many children) and can therefore carry the hope of regeneration for a
German nation with an aging population and low birthrate.®

The hope that Gorsky will be both a warrior for the German nation and a
fertile father becomes manifest, rather ironically, in his love relationship with
the Ukrainian Jelena, who consistently refers to him as “a real man” and “a
German man.” Despite her inside knowledge of Berlin’s criminal underworld
and the German investors, like Heinrich Lenz (Bernd Stegemann), who keep it
running, Jelena holds fast to the idea that “Berlin is paradise” and to her desire
to learn German and settle down with Gorsky. She is a model migrant: hard-
working, ready and willing to learn the language of the host culture, and eager
to start a family. It is also Jelena’s insistence upon saving her friend Svetlana
(Katharina Nesytowa) from sexual enslavement in Belarus that prompts Gorsky
to prove his muscular masculinity beyond German borders. In the penultimate
episode of the series, he frees Svetlana from a roadside brothel and fights one of
her captors to the death in a harrowing nighttime scene punctuated by flashes
of lightning. The motif of the woodland lake at the Eastern edge of Europe returns
again—first as a scene of nightmarish violence, and then as a site of rebirth. After
Gorsky strangles and drowns their pursuer, Gorsky, Jelena, and Svetlana swim
to safety and hide in a fishing shack until the next day, when Gorsky emerges
from the shack into the bright sunlight, naked and armed with a pistol. He then
drives to town, and as a self-proclaimed German, he wrests Svetlana’s passport
from the corrupt chief of police. The film scholar Felix Lenz reads Gorsky’s “exis-
tential nakedness” alongside Graf’s use of “the essential elements of fire, water,
earth, and air” in the scene at the Belorussian lake as signs of “metamorphoses
from guilt to innocence, from old to new life”* The struggle to the death in the
Belorussian stream becomes Gorsky’s baptism; hence his rebirth as the “German
man.” In this episode and the final one, in which Gorsky once again proves his
mettle by apprehending Sokolov, no more mention is made of his Jewishness.

Why do all traces of Gorsky’s Jewishness disappear? I think there are several
viable explanations, and the first has to do with the world of mainstream Ger-
man crime television. By so clearly staging Gorsky’s assimilation, Graf’s work
reveals the limitations of the television crime series when it comes to portraying
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Germany as a multiethnic society. As Michelle Mattson argues in her ground-
breaking essay on the most popular and longest-lasting German television crime
series in history, Tatort (Scene of the Crime), “Acknowledgment and acceptance
of ethnic diversity . . . goes only so far. . . . The conventional wisdom of Tatort’s
producers seems to be that the German public will tolerate social plurality only
insofar as the foreigner has successfully completed the process of social integra-
tion or is actively attempting to do so.”* Placing German characters’ anxieties
about their own future alongside Jelena’s dream vision of Gorsky as her lover
and the German capital as paradise, Graf’s series seems, at first glance, to follow
the model that Mattson describes. But Face to Face with the Crime is not Tatort,
despite the fact that it aired on the same public television channel (ARD) in the
popular Friday evening time slot usually reserved for Tatort reruns.” In its depic-
tion of complex familial and ethnic dynamics, and with its multiple, interlocking
plotlines, Face to Face with the Crime is more than a police series, and it delivers
something other than a plea for German integration. Indeed it offers at best a
nebulous sense—and at worst an empty view—of what it means to be German
in 2010. Gorsky’s sister, Stella, gives the most striking example of the use of “Ger-
man” as an empty category. When Gorsky is forced to take part in a police raid
of the Odessa restaurant and then has the uncomfortable task of scrutinizing
the papers and belongings of his sister and her husband, Mischa, Stella breaks
into tears and issues Gorsky a string of accusations: he does not adhere to Jewish
rituals nor does he have any Jewish friends; he may speak Russian but he is not
Russian; he is “somehow just German.” Stella’s stinging indictment of Gorsky
is also an indictment of assimilationist politics as a process that alienates the
migrant from his first language, his religion, and his family. By depicting Gorsky
as a muscle Jew who becomes a model German, I would argue that Graf’s series
can be seen as an example of just how much post-Wall Germany has relied on
Jewish stories in order to develop its own sense of itself as a nation.» What the
series also does, however, is tell stories that push back against assimilationist and
German-centric narratives.

Face to Face with the Crime ultimately leaves viewers with open questions, one
of which is the same question that Lottner poses in his final lines: after being
shot by Sokolov, Lottner lies in an ambulance with Gorsky by his side. As the
ambulance races back to Berlin, the audience sees an aerial, nighttime shot of
Berlin and hears Lottner’s voiceover saying, “I read that in one hundred years
there will be only ten million Germans. Can you imagine what it will look like
here?” Instead of indulging the anti-Russian sentiment that might hide behind
his partner’s question, Gorsky looks quizzically at Lottner and says, “We’ll see.”
The vagueness of his answer captures the ambivalence of the series and hints
at a future notion of Germanness that will “decouple German ethnicity from
national belonging.** After all, its most German characters are those who are
often cast as outsiders, the Jew (Gorsky), the Ukrainian (Jelena), and the East
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German (Lottner). Gorsky’s own final words of the series, uttered to an impa-
tient Jelena who wants desperately to end up with the hero in her underwater
vision, are “There is a time for everything” The exhaustion in his face in this
final scene, paired with the inscrutable gaze with which he stares into the camera
in the closing shot, lead viewers to wonder if the burden of the muscle Jew and
new German hero isn’t just too much to bear.® At the same time his sentence,
underscored as it is by the more hopeful, nondiegetic music that usually plays
when Gorsky and Jelena lock eyes, implies that there is a future for them in the
German capital and that it will be one that includes multiple stories of Eastern
European migration, some of which are Jewish.

OrLp ODESSA IN BERLIN: HONOR AMONG THIEVES

To conclude this essay as the series does, with Gorsky as the ambivalent hero
gazing into an equally ambivalent German future, would be to forget that there
is at least one other Jewish hero in Graf’s series: Uncle Sascha. It is Uncle Sas-
cha, not Gorsky, who has the power within the world of organized crime to save
Jelena from Andrej and issue a stern admonishment to her pimp, Kolja. It is
Uncle Sascha who, flanked by two other silent Mafia bosses, sits in judgment
over Andrej in the final episode and decides whether he should live or die. Sas-
cha’s final scene takes place in the back room of a sleek, high-end restaurant and
reveals to the viewer once and for all what the series hinted at from the start—that
Uncle Sascha, a former street bandit from Odessa, commands the highest respect
by working to preserve honor and counter unbridled greed within the world of
the Russian Mafia. Sascha is a ubiquitous character in the series, appearing first
at the Gorsky family’s table and joining them in mourning Grischa, while also
telling patriotic anecdotes about the Soviet victory over the Nazis. In subsequent
episodes he is shown at tables in both Mischa and Stella’s Restaurant Odessa and
the Italian restaurant frequented by Andrej (a clear nod to the Italian Mafia),
and when he takes Jelena in, viewers see his elegant yet austere apartment. But
the space associated most closely with Sascha is his humble shoe-repair shop that
is covered, from floor to ceiling, with the shoes of those who came to Germany
from the former Soviet Union and who have either died, like Grischa, or aban-
doned their shoes, like Gorsky. The abandoned shoes are a striking reminder of
the painful history of the Jewish Diaspora, but the figure of Sascha eschews any
hint of victimization.

In a key scene in episode three, Stella seeks marital advice from Sascha and
visits him in his repair shop. As she enters the room, she runs her fingertips over
some of the shoes and boots that hang from the ceiling and inhales, remarking in
Yiddish on the good smell of the leather. The camera remains in motion through-
out the scene, zooming in to show close-ups of Sascha’s tattoos, some of which
mark him as a former bandit and others that mark his Soviet background—but
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Figure 12.4. Ryszard Ronczewski as Uncle Sascha and Sascha Alexander Gersak as Kolja
in Im Angesicht des Verbrechens (Face to Face with the Crime). Source: Screenshot, Ascot
Elite Home Entertainment.

none of which evokes the suffering of the Shoah. German viewers who might be
conditioned to expect concentration camp tattoos on Jewish figures find signs
of other Eastern European Jewish identities instead. As Sascha talks proudly
about being a Jew from Odessa, the camera zooms in to the old photographs
behind him on the wall: a mix of framed images showing bearded Jewish elders
in traditional dress next to headshots of a younger Sascha and an unidentified
man wearing a driving cap and leather vest, all of which hang next to a German
advertisement for a riding expo during the Christian holiday of Pentecost. Just
as pronounced as the mixture of visual images is Graf’s use of a cacophony of
languages and sounds; Stella and Sascha speak in Yiddish, Russian, and for most
of the scene, in accented German, while the upbeat diegetic folk music that plays
in the shop mixes with the more somber tones of the series’ score. The dialogue,
too, is a jumble of reminiscences and laments. Sascha contrasts those who live
by the law with those who display an insatiable hunger for money, and Stella
poses a question that seems, at first, to be a non sequitur: “Am I living in a den of
thieves?” While this question is a meant to be a veiled reference to her marriage
to Mischa, the fact that it is posed in Sascha’s repair shop allows it to refer to
the world of honorable thieves that he represents. When taken in the context of
Sascha’s clear association with the city of Odessa, the shop becomes—much like
the restaurant that Stella and Mischa run—a space for Old Odessa to live on in
today’s Berlin. As Jarrod Tanny shows in his vibrant study of the Ukrainian city,
“Old Odessa was alone in having the Jewish gangster crowned king.” It was the
early twentieth-century fiction of Isaac Babel that sealed the image of Odessa as
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a “city of swashbuckling Jewish swindlers and sinners, who all at once embodied
the physical strength, revelry, and wit” for which the city was known, a “myth that
survived the twentieth century and continues to flourish today.”* In his extended
interview with Johannes Sievert, Graf makes explicit reference to Babel’s work
and the Jewish gangsters that populate them, and he states that he was intrigued
to learn about networks of real Jewish gangsters in Odessa that existed from the
early twentieth century, through the Second World War and the Soviet era. This
type of Jewish story, one that persists despite the Shoah, he claims, “is what
makes it so special and particularly important for Germany—tricky and ambiva-
lent. But also exciting and funny, provocative. And I like the idea of telling stories
about Russian-Jewish gangsters, here and now in Germany.”¥ The list of adjec-
tives Graf uses to describe his own project—ambivalent, tricky, exciting, funny,
provocative—are ones that could also describe the rebuilding of Jewish life in
postunification Germany, particularly within the cultural realm. These adjectives
articulate the possibility that twenty-first-century German culture will embrace
a cacophony of Jewish stories embracing humor and alternative codes of honor
as well as other national, ethnic, and familial affinities. It also suggests that this
will allow them to clash or mix with the narratives of mourning and remem-
brance that have been so central to the narrative about Jews and Germans since
1990. In so doing, German culture might just reflect the vibrancy of Jewish cul-
ture in today’s Berlin and learn to revel in the sound of German with an accent.
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CHAPTER 13

=
“YOU ARE MY LIBERTY"

ON THE NEGOTIATION OF HOLOCAUST AND
OTHER MEMORIES FOR ISRAELIS IN BERLIN

Irit Dekel

On the river Spree, there we sat and drank when we remembered Zion.
—Avital Yomdin, Spitz

The young Israelis in Berlin give the impression of making their way around the
city’s hip districts unencumbered by history.
—LKathrin Schrader, The Pulse of Germany

Fascination with the Israeli Jewish migration to Germany—and specifically to
Berlin—in the German and Israeli media is itself a phenomenon, and a trans-
national one. Media coverage peaked in 2015, on the occasion of fifty years of
bilateral relations between the two countries. The Israeli media, as well as the
German, has celebrated the migrants’ Jewish roots and viewed them predomi-
nantly as the descendants of Holocaust victims. In both media cultures, they
have been presented as part of Berlin’s thriving “young creative” scene and as
secular, educated Jews attracted to the inexpensive and cosmopolitan city, cre-
ating a vibrant Israeli community there. This migration occupied the national
press for many months, disproportionally so in terms of its absolute size and as
a percentage of global migration in these years.

In the German press, a Google search for pieces written in German reveals
that between 1 January 2012 and 3 January 2018 there were about 7,450 articles
on the topic of “Israelis in Berlin, migration” (and about 9,740 when the search
term is “Israelis in Germany, migration”). Beginning in summer 2015, the Ger-
man media’s interest in this migration was constrained somewhat by increasing
discussion of the refugees coming to Germany, as Ofri Ilany suggests.' Thereafter,
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articles about Israelis in Berlin or Germany shifted their focus to discussions of
anti-Semitic attacks involving Jews and Israeli citizens. The Israeli press was sim-
ilarly preoccupied with the phenomenon. About 5,770 articles were published
in the Israeli press in Hebrew on the topic in the same timeframe. Articles about
the quality of life in Germany by Israelis living there as well as think pieces about
“Germans” have appeared in the Israeli media often, suggesting that this migra-
tion became a source of reference and for comparison to life in Israel. The Israeli
press predominantly presented this migration as economically motivated, link-
ing it to the “milky protest™ ensuing from the demonstrations of 2011 against
growing social inequalities in Israel. This chapter explores how three senses, or
understandings, of “liberation” function within the discourse in both Israel and
Germany surrounding Israelis in Berlin.

Israeli Jews discuss economic motivations to move as often as they will present
the move as liberation from the grip of the nationalistic climate in Israel. Precisely
for that reason, they are also free from the Holocaust memory taught in Israel as
the motive to reside in Israel—the only place where Jews are safe, experiencing
their minority status as a source of freedom and comfort. They think anew their
Jewish identity with respect to observing religious and ritual practices, rethinking
their forms of attachment to and distance from the culture in which they are a
majority. The German press, meanwhile, presents and celebrates the phenom-
enon as liberating from its own historical guilt over the Holocaust: that Jews chose
to live and thrive in Germany is proof of Germany’s transformation into an open
society. Curiously, there is also a focus on how Jews enrich Berlin nightlife, a topic
to which we will return.> As for the local Jewish community in Berlin, a certain
resentment toward the migrants and their choices can be detected as represented,
for example, in the Jiidische Allgemeine article entitled “Cheap in Berlin.”*

Commentators on this Israeli migration to Berlin, together with the migrants
themselves, use and react to the symbolic index of Holocaust memory perfor-
mance available to them.’ By “symbolic index” I am referring to the indexi-
cal association that concerns the causal or proximal relation between signified
and signifier: Jews and the Holocaust. If Jews, generally, are signified by their
visibility as reminders of the Holocaust and successful Holocaust memory,
then the indexical relations to Jews would summon Holocaust memory and
the memory of anti-Semitism or the possible danger to Jews posed by anti-
Semitism.® A few of the artists discussed in this piece refuse these indexical
relations and claim, as Max Czollek does, “Now I do not anymore play the Jew
for you.” This refusal can come from Jews, like Czollek, who grew up in Ger-
many or from Jews who grew up in Israel, as in the case of Noam Brusilovsky in
his 2016 audioplay “How to Recognize a Jew: An Investigation.” In this respect,
we must note the growing number of voices in Germany and Israel who dis-
cuss the danger of a putatively resurgent anti-Semitism that could now be
directed at the Israeli Jews, following the rise of the far-right AfD (Alternative
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fiir Deutschland, Alternative for Germany) in September 2017, with a parallel
fear of Muslim citizens and migrants. This mistrust of four million Muslim
residents is intensified and considered justified by the rush to protect Jews and
Israelis as possible victims.

I suggest that the trope of liberation is composed of three modes of interpre-
tation, which often appear in combination:

1. Emancipation: Individuals and groups emancipate themselves from the
national gaze, from economic hardship, and from lifelong narratives that
bound them to modes of life they recognize as limiting.” Both the Israeli
and German media predominantly highlight the reason for migration to
Berlin as economical: Berlin is an affordable European capital, as Daniel
Mosseri emphasized.® At the same time, the Israeli Hebrew magazine
Spitz as well as some media coverage in Germany affirmed the claim that
in Berlin, for Jewish Israelis, “one can be oneself” or be liberated from the
kind of societal pressure one might have experienced “at home.” This feel-
ing of emancipation might then be extended to the possibility of expe-
riencing other groups through, for example, having romantic relations
with non-Jews and developing friendships or affinities with Palestinians
as well as Muslims who, for some Israeli migrants, might be viewed as
minorities with similar needs and desires, such as daily products.?®

2. Undoing Zionism: This is sometimes framed as “returning Jews to
Europe,” in which the iconic relations between Tel Aviv and Berlin
and the reference to “Tel Aviv on the Spree” frame the yearning for a
renewed Jewish Diaspora, now after Israel in a spatiotemporal frame.
In both the German and Israeli press, Israeli and German cultural elites
present Berlin as the better, more affordable Tel Aviv, while Tel Aviv
is framed as coming to Berlin and giving it an edgy, liberating “kick.”
Additionally, in this interpretational frame Berlin and Central Europe,
where Hebrew literature developed and thrived before the Holocaust,
are now where Mizrachi and Ashkenazi Jews, with others, live and per-
form Holocaust memory—in and through the nation but also outside
its grip. The German press, for instance, viewed many of the Jewish
migrants as originating from Germany and hence “returning” in an
ironic inversion of the Jewish right of return to the State of Israel.

3. Lamentation and Loss: Liberation discourse is romantic, often ironic,
and rests on a third pillar of lamentation. Both German and Israeli press
articles focus on the historical irony of Israeli Jews migrating to Germany,
disrupting the metaphors of Aliya (ascending), Yerida (descending),
and Exodus (exiting). The Israeli press and Israeli authors residing in
Germany discuss the reasons that made them choose to leave Israel and
reside in Berlin, thinking—or not—of return. The German press often
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speaks about the passion to live in Berlin and of how the city, Berlin,
proves itself free with the coming of Israelis.

Before we discuss each mode of liberation, I would like to present the case and
how it has been studied.

Representations of Israelis in Berlin, within these three frames of liberation
and reactions to them, are central to the modes of self-fashioning and under-
standing of migrant communities.” I use a discourse analysis methodology that
defines press releases and newspaper articles as genres used in the formation
and negotiation of public opinion and self-presentation by different actors.” I
describe what Forchtner and Schneickert™ call the discursive means surrounding
the phenomenon as “dramatic” on two accounts: first, Israeli Jews leave Israel
or, in the language often used, they “descend” from Israel. The second dramatic
element is that these Israeli Jews have decided not merely not to live in Israel but
also to live in Berlin (or Germany)—quite remarkable in light of the Holocaust
as well as the (real or perceived) dangers to Jews in Germany today. The focus
on discursive means helps grasp the emphasis of the migrants’ class, gender and
sexual orientation claims, ethnic background, and generational makeup: they are
relatively young, the majority Ashkenazi, have academic educations, and secular.
But there are also many observant, non-Ashkenazi migrants as well as Palestinian
citizens of Israel who are less visible in the press in both Israel and Germany. The
migrants are perceived as culturally fitting within a social field that historically
was their families’ habitat, and as such it is easier both for them and for the Ger-
man press to explain their choice to live in Berlin and in Germany.

As a diasporic phenomenon, “Israelis in Berlin” is composed of Jews and non-
Jews in Berlin, Paris, and other European cities and includes intellectuals, artists,
and activists in Israel. They choose their position in response to the discourse
about themselves. In the theater discussions and performances during the Disin-
tegration Festival in Berlin’s Maxim Gorki Theater held in 2016 and 2017, authors
specifically reflected on the choice to react to the reading of their Jewish identity
in Jewish means, or ceasing to do so, and the responses that such a refusal entail
on the part of the German public. We can best understand this through the anal-
ysis offered by Forchtner and Schneickert (2016),% following Bourdieu." Thus
understood, if the Ashkenazi habitus fits the requirements of the German social
field, the more likely they are to use strategies that are presupposed and success-
ful without being intentional, and the more likely that the “field” will accept them
as locals.

This is indeed how the German press views Israeli migrants. This light and
neutralized mobility also accounts for the German discussion of the phenomenon
being less morally charged, since the migrants are presented as both Israeli and
European or as almost nonmigrants but instead as home-comers moving with
the lightness of fish in water, as one epigraph to the following article suggests: “The
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young Israelis in Berlin give the impression of making their way around the city’s
hip districts unencumbered by history.” The second part suggests a freedom from
the past, a freedom not available to others such as the so-called biological German
or earlier generations of Jews who learned, even in the hip areas, to embody Holo-
caust memory. This easiness is also not reported on by or for other migrants, for
whom nothing is or should be unquestioned or easy.

In the Hebrew press, meanwhile, many analyses struggle with the Zionist nar-
rative, which envisions meaningful Jewish existence in Israel only, while the Ger-
man press wonders about the meaning of Jews choosing Berlin as their “home.”
Interestingly, both discourses produce a surprising juxtaposition of the Holo-
caust and the easygoing “party” lifestyle of Berlin, with Israelis contributing to
its party scene. In both contexts the Holocaust, as a cultural event and symbol,
has no strongly determined and immediate “positional meaning” as studied by
Victor Turner and Tamar Katriel.> Rather, its meaning relates to another symbol
and event: the party. To write about the Holocaust alongside that of a party is
to mark their oppositional meaning for both the German and Hebrew press,
thereby making the Holocaust central to understanding the phenomenon of
Israeli migration to Berlin.

WHO ARE THE MIGRANTS AND How ARE THEY STUDIED?

The Israelis in Berlin constitute about 2 percent of Israeli emigres. According to
Dani Kranz, about 10 percent of the 8,371,600 Israeli citizens live abroad, and
of those, 90 percent live in the United States.”® Hence our analysis concerns the
media fascination with approximately 20,000 Jewish migrants. The migrants
comprise a diverse group in terms of religion, ethnicity, and politics, although
studies show that they tend to be educated, secular, and liberal. This includes a
majority of Jews whose families originated from European countries (a number
of whom possess European passports),” Jews from the former Soviet Union who
lived in Israel prior to migrating to Germany,” Palestinian citizens of Israel, Miz-
rachi or Arab Jews, and Ethiopian Jews. This fact points to the diversity of those
who choose to live outside Israel, also with respect to their intended duration of
stay, class, and level of education.”

The number of migrants is reported to be between about four thousand Israe-
lis who are officially registered with the Israeli embassy as residing in Berlin and
thirty thousand, the highest estimate given in the press.* This attempt to count
migrants, however, risks falling into deploying numbers either for or against the
interests of the State of Israel. More important, the desire to count subjects con-
forms to the German narrative of Israelis as exemplifying a certain freedom from
the burden of the Holocaust and Holocaust memory. This narrative relies on
statements such as that Israelis are free or that, as a repeated trope in the German
press has it, they say they feel “Sababa.”*
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As for the generational aspects of this group, studies show that most of their
grandparents were from Central Europe, albeit not necessarily from Germany.*
It is also clear that it does not make any difference in how the Israeli grandchil-
dren in Germany deal with Holocaust memory, as Israeli socialization bestows
the status of possible victims equally on people with Ashkenazi or Mizrachi ori-
gins. However, as we will see, being an Israeli Jew in Berlin enables a recognition
of the state of strangeness that those migrants share with Palestinians, Turks,
and others of Middle Eastern origins living in Berlin and longing (or not) for
the same home.

I suggest that we ought to understand this group and the German and Israeli
fascination with it not only within a dialectic of Middle Eastern and European
memories of the Holocaust but also within a dialectic of the Berlin and West Bank
walls. Both walls are present in iconic representations of this migrant group and
are where the Israeli Jews act and are understood as both European and “Arab”
in their longing for and production of food, music, and literature. As Cohen and
Kranz put it, “While . . . Israeli collective memory of the Shoah, shape the initial
experiences of present-day Israeli migrants to Berlin, once they arrive in the city,
their experiences are much more defined by current Israeli social and geopoliti-
cal issues.” I would like to expand this claim by adding that the Israeli migrants
are also decisively affected by local politics and are in touch with other migrants
in language courses, visa applications, and in everyday encounters with their
strangeness from “locals.” Even after language and social conventions are acquired
and deployed, Israelis, myself included, report that they are often asked by Ger-
mans about their personal safety and experience of anti-Semitism; their life in
Germany is still imagined inseparably from the Holocaust.

From 2010 through 2019, I have been an Israeli living in Berlin. In following a
discourse of which I was part—first to Berlin, later for a year spent in the United
States, and now again while living in Berlin—I “played ethnographer in my own
backyard,” as Tamar Katriel puts it.>* I was thus able to ponder taken-for-granted
tropes in articles about the phenomenon in Hebrew and in German. I have par-
ticipated in a historical moment in which many authors and migrants recog-
nize aspects of the discourse on belonging and ethnicity, a time during which
it has also changed. I have been invited to reflect on my own experience in Ber-
lin, mostly in the German academy and public but also for European audiences.
Often, the invitation is to speak from the position of a Jew who, since possibly in
danger, may substitute for the dying survivors.

HorocaustT MEMORY AND HisTORICAL CONTINGENCY

In discussing the question “Why are Israelis migrating to Berlin?” we have
addressed a combination of economic reasons (embracing changes in the Israeli
economy and possibilities in the German economy, among other factors) and
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culture. As I argue in my book on action at the Holocaust Memorial in Berlin,
both of these factors are at work in the performance of memory in Germany
since the 1990s.” The role Jews play in this work is also relevant.* The concept of
historical contingency takes into account the dynamic of those factors together
with engaging in politics and society in the present. Following Moishe Postone’s
reading of Marx’s historically specific forms, I suggest that overcoming the con-
straints Israelis list as reasons to migrate to Berlin entails overcoming structural
and cultural constraints on action that are historically determined.” The Israeli
migration to Berlin, in this sense, belongs to the realm of politics—a position
that many of its critical members take and to which we will return later.

From the German side, overcoming historical contingency must stand the
trial of the rigid roles that Jews play in the German public as possible victims
and descendants of victims. These roles lead to the trope of personal as well as
cultural emancipation in the German media and may account for the visibility
and interest in many Jewish-Palestinian projects that thrive in Berlin and react,
contingently, to the Christian moral demand of reconciliation. For instance,
the Berlin daily Tagesspiegel reports on a Jewish-Palestinian owned restaurant,
Kanaan, as follows: “Jalil Dabit und Oz Ben David solved the Middle Fast conflict
in their Berlin kitchen. They serve hummus and international understanding
(Vilkerverstindigung).” We will return to hummus later. For now, it is important
to understand what Jeffrey Olick and Daniel Levy describe as “the trope of recon-
ciliation” that is a cultural aspect of Holocaust memory among “German Jews,”
Germans, Israeli Jews, and Palestinians.?

The German press is eager to show projects in which peace between Jews and
Palestinians is possible in Germany as part of discussing Israelis in Germany. The
need for Israeli culture in Berlin is another focus, as seen in a press release of
the Bundestag on 16 October 2015 announcing the Israel-Germany (ID) Festival
supported by the German Ministry of Culture, which was started as a coopera-
tion between Israeli and German artists. The press release read, “Israeli-German
Festival Berlin shows the reconciling and forward-looking power of culture.”®
The historical contingency of the emancipation symbol does not make freedom
an ontological category; rather, for both Israeli and German popular discourses,
Israelis in Berlin present a rare opportunity to see beyond a stifled discussion
about Jewish migration, conflict in the Middle East, and reconciliation between
Germans and Jews.

The importance of this political dimension does not reduce but even enhances
the intimacy of “home,” its memory, and its absence for many Israelis in Ber-
lin, as Noam Brusilovsky and Ofer Waldman reflect on in their award-winning
audioplay We Love Israel* For instance, in one of the many social media groups
of Israelis in Berlin, the questions “Why did you come to Berlin?” and “What do
you like here / miss from Israel?” are often discussed. Such questions are integral
to the experience of migration more generally as a form of longing that may also
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be innovative and inventive with regard to the objects of longing, as Ozlem Savas
shows in the case of Turkish tastes among migrants in Vienna. The reasons to
migrate to Germany listed on social media include the following: public trans-
portation, affordable rent, and in particular from women, “that men don’t ask
me to smile” or “that people do not ask me when I will marry.”” Importantly,
gender inequality as a reason to migrate can be viewed in the context of the
large LGBTQIA+ community in Berlin, as Preser as well as Amit analyze.>* Preser
interviewed members of the Israeli lesbian diaspora in Berlin and found out that
their migration to a society with other sexual imaginaries enabled diversity of
desire and choice in subjects, which for these women was not possible or imag-
inable in Israel. The migrants’ rigid social position as outsiders in renting an
apartment, finding a job, and through everyday reactions to their accents, gram-
matical errors, habits, or how to raise their children becomes a point of associat-
ing with other migrant communities. Preser calls this association “becoming a
Jew” or seeing oneself as a racialized migrant in a process that Bodemann and
Yurdakul termed “learning diaspora.”

Cohen and Kranz claim that Israeli Jews have a similar fascination and shared
interests with Palestinians that they also feel toward Germans.** The German
press reflected on what this migration means for Holocaust memory and moved
between seeing the migrants themselves as unburdened to seeing the Germans
in Germany unburdened as an outcome, since Jews chose to live in Germany.
What is more, the many gay Jews are seen to enrich the nightlife of a city whose
nightlife was already pretty cool. As Hannah Lithmann ironically writes, “The
[reflexive] German . .. has deep in his heart the feeling: at last, again Jews, and
then also gays. Somehow we’ve done really well.”s

Amit, in her study of queer migration outside of Israel to New York, London,
and Berlin, illuminates the choice to live outside the time and territorial space
of Israel as a rejection of a heteronormative national and collectivist culture but
then again marks the “us and them” division, which signifies the boundary work
that still considers Israel as the spatiotemporal and cultural referential point of
existence.*® Thus becoming a Jew or refusing to establish a family according to
Israeli norms can be liberating and enable new relations to oneself and others.
The phenomenon is also symbolically anchored in two cities: Berlin and Tel Aviv.
Some commentaries claim that they became one and the same, or that Berlin is
an improved Tel Aviv: it is liberal, Ashkenazi, and cool. Many Israelis reside in
the Kreuzberg neighborhood in Berlin. It is important to note that conversely,
when people call an area in Kreuzberg “little Istanbul,” it is not thought of as
an improved Istanbul but more of a cultural ghetto. Among Israelis in Berlin,
references to ghettos are present in relation to the fear that as migrants they will
not muster the German language and culture. Thus learning to be a minority
among other, predominantly Muslim minorities is paramount to understanding
this migration.
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I defined this migration as transnational, which is necessary in order to see
how its members in their actions often transgress national borders. Transnation-
ality can be a position benefitting the most highly educated professional migrants
as well as a phenomenon characteristic of the underprivileged migrants whose
maintenance of ties across borders underlines their marginality and economic
instability.” The migrants come for a limited period of time and often move
between different European cities and Israel. According to Thomas Nail, “Most
people fall somewhere on the migratory spectrum between ‘inconvenience’ and
‘incapacitation.”® Indeed, as we will see in the media reports, the more the
migrant is defined by her minority position(s) in Israeli society (Palestinian,
Mizrachi, gay, disabled), the closer she is to the “incapacitated” pole. Israeli and
Palestinian artists in Berlin critically respond to the pedagogical impulse to bring
Jews, Syrians, and Palestinians together in Europe as well as in Israel/Palestine so
as to affect the conflict in the Middle East and bring about reconciliation. This is
also seen in a play entitled The Situation, 2016 winner of the Play of the Year prize
from Theater Heute, written for the Maxim Gorki Theater by Yael Ronen, one of
four in-house directors.

Gad Yair interviewed Israeli Jews about their choice to live in Berlin and was
interested in the narrative of liberty and freedom they use as they are thinking
about their own identities and belonging. In a newspaper interview about his
findings, he explains, “In Berlin you can be yourself. Everyone is a desert island.”
He continues that most of these young migrants will return to Israel since they
are “too different” from “the Germans” and that “nobody wants to raise a Ger-
man child and this will ultimately happen if you stay there.”” The drama of leav-
ing and the choice to live in Berlin is thus further intensified by a choice to have
a family in the city, or country, and the prospect of one’s own child becom-
ing “German.” This dichotomy recognizes the sense of liberation but fails to see
the diasporic project, as it identifies two distinct entities and fetishizes them as
national. It is a point that Nail recognizes in his study of the figure of the migrant
from the perspective of stasis—that is, of the migrants perceived as derivative
figures with respect to place-bound social membership, or as a failed citizens.*

Nail maintains that “migratory figures function as mobile social positions
and not fixed identities.”* He suggests studying them through their movement,
critically understood. Following a similar view, Yael Almog offers a reading of the
Israeli migration to Berlin in her analysis of the collection We Don’t Forget We
Go Dancing, which was published as a cooperation of the Ministries of Foreign
Affairs in both countries in German and Hebrew.* In collective migrant stories,
she found the trope of young, partying Israelis meeting reconciliation-seeking
Germans and concluded that the encounters between Germans and Israelis are
driven by a compulsive repetition of the Holocaust narrative. In a more recent
piece, Almog shows that the recent migration of Israelis to Germany marks the
trajectory of normalizing Germany as a land to which descendants of former
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Holocaust victims can now move. She also suggests that this migration of young
people reflects a crisis of and within Israeli culture.

In the summaries and critiques of authors such as Preser, Amit, Yair, and
Almog, we can see contrasting versions of the three narrative modes of liberty
in German and Israeli pieces about Israelis in Berlin. Let us now examine these
intertwined tropes in closer detail.

EMANCIPATION

The German press often presents the decision of Israelis to live in Berlin not only
as an expression of their emancipation from social and economic pressure but
also as an indication of German emancipation from the experience of Jews as
murdered. Robert Pausch, writing in Zeit, put Israeli migration in nationalized
terms, under the headlines of “Israelis in Berlin” and “The State Turns One into
a Jew.” He wrote, “Today, 70 years after the end of Hitler-Fascism, the German
media and politicians proudly observe . . . Young Israelis present Berlin as their
yearning place. There is currently talk of a ‘new exodus’ from the Promised Land
to the German capital.”# This quote frames the attraction of Israelis to Berlin in
terms of a “story of mutual infatuation,” considering the overtones of desire or
even obsession that permeate the trope of Israelis crowning the royal Berlin night-
life. The experience is cast as mutually liberating—the city of the final solution
now a free and tolerant city Jews long to see, finding Germans longing for Jews.

Ruth Wodak claims that “texts are often sites of struggle in that they show traces
of differing discourses and ideologies contending and struggling for dominance.”#
Here, the questioning voice is on the German public to imagine the exodus of Jews
from Israel, the biblical Promised Land, to Germany’s capital, which is taken as
a metonym for “Hitler-Fascism” (not “National Socialism”). In this and the next
section, we will see how these traces emerge and are organized around the relation
to the Zionist ethos: through features of the immediate context such as speakers,
hearers, settings, expectations, and intentions. According to Katriel, “The strong
accent on the community” and “primacy of the collective voice has been a central
strand in the Israeli nation-building ethos,” but this has been gradually shifting to
amore individual(ist) perspective.* In the Israeli press, especially Ha’aretz, the dis-
cussion of the phenomenon turned personal and intimate as, for example, when
an author addressed his childhood friend in Berlin.*

Ofri Ilany writes both in his own blog Eretz Haemori and in Ha’aretz, and
he reflects on this irony of migrants who are not treated as social surplus but as
members of an elite who take action and leave the elite statuses they enjoyed in
Tel Aviv. He writes in Eretz Haemori, “What are we looking for, there? Usually
people go abroad to find there the difference, not sameness. But this is per-
haps the point: for Tel Aviv, Berlin is not really abroad. It is more like diaspora
(Gola), or an un-geographical place that connects people with similarities. It
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is very easy to get to Berlin so we live our lives between travels. But we don’t
leave at once. We swing for years between the one leg that is there and the one
here”# “There” is Berlin, “here” Tel Aviv, and vice versa. The protagonists, in
first-person plural, find individuals just like them in this diaspora state, writ-
ten and experienced in Berlin and Tel Aviv and in Paris, Amsterdam, and other
European cities.

Personal emancipation was reflected on in the German press as well. For
instance, in Tagesspiegel, a headline read, “Israelis in Berlin: Berlin Lets You
Be Many Persons in One.” The article explained, “With culture and party the
capital presents itself in Tel Aviv. [ ... ] for many Israelis, the city has become a
place of longing.”# This topos of longing is entangled as much in lamentation
as it is in emancipation. Spitz had a special Passover issue titled, “Berlin as a
Freedom Lab,” in which Dana Rothschild wrote about a liberated Jewish exis-
tence in West Berlin: “Fasanenstrasse reverberates for me another existential
form of Jewish life, liberated and free. Liberated from Israeliness, which covers
a large chunk of its natives” identity and makes shallow parts of the Berlin-
Jewish identity, free also of the uprootedness that accompanies migration.
Every migration.” In this quote, the migrant writes in the first person singu-
lar about the hardship of migration together with the possibility of creating a
new Hebrew culture in Berlin that is nevertheless connected to the first modern
Hebrew culture insofar it is not looking toward Zionism but past it. Such new
cultural possibilities can also be found in the visual arts. For example, pho-
tographer Benyamin Reich, an Israeli Jew who grew up in the ultraorthodox
Bnei Barak and whose work is presented in the Jewish Museum in Berlin and
celebrated as “local,” claimed that it was in Berlin that he learned to see more
colors in art and Judaism.

Palestinian migrants who left Israel/Palestine discuss their feelings of eman-
cipation as well, although they reflect a deeper existential crisis in their life in
Israel. In interviews to the Israeli press as well as to Spitz about their choice to
migrate to Berlin, Palestinians say that in Berlin they can live freely, because they
are not afraid to speak Arabic in public and they can live without having to face
daily the social judgment of their identity.”* Dani Kranz, who studied the phe-
nomenon of Israelis in Berlin and is often asked to explain it to the German
press, said, “Many Israelis affected by the Middle East conflict say in Berlin: now
I can finally breathe freely, again.”»® This sense of freedom from personal and
societal threats—along with the longing for the possibility of “normalized” Jew-
ish German as well as Jewish Palestinian and Arab relationships—connects with
the broader post-1989 German narrative of normalcy as described by Konrad
Jarausch.>* In the words of an article from Die Welt, “The city, where the final
solution was decided on, is free, tolerant and relaxed today.”>
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UNDOING ZIONISM AND RETURNING JEwWS TO EUROPE

In October 2014, the project Olim Leberlin (Ascending to Berlin), which was
initiated by Naor Narkis, called on Chancellor Merkel to provide twenty-five
thousand working visas to Israelis wishing to come to Berlin. But soon thereafter
Narkis announced that he was returning to Israel, for “I know where my home
is,” and he shut down the project’s Facebook page. This act quickly prompted
interest from the media about the broader phenomenon of Israelis migrating
to Berlin. Channel 10 in Israel dedicated a series called The New Yordim (The
Newly Descending Ones) composed of reports by young Israelis who confessed
that Berlin is where they can realize their middle-class aspirations. While differ-
ent, these two examples are similar in that they do not question the nation as a
center of identity and meaning. However, many Israclis—Ashkenazi as well as
Mizrachi—do reflect on the possibility of questioning and departing from such
narratives. “It is funny, the Zionists met in Basel, we too,” said poet Adi Keissar in
the first Ars Poetica meeting in the Maxim Gorki Theater.®

Keissar and other Mizrachi poets from Berlin and Israel share the space of
Hebrew poetry in its original as well as in translation into English and German,
and German poetry in translation, opening up the possibility of converging
paths of making and remaking Hebrew culture in Berlin alongside the remak-
ing of German culture. The ironic element of an Israeli group of Mizrachi poets
celebrating the diversity of this enterprise in Berlin, alluding to the first Zionist
congress in Basel in 1897 as the place and time of its birth, underscored the proj-
ect’s aim to open up possibilities yet unknown.

Jews have contingent relations to Holocaust memory in Germany and so do
other migrant groups. We have already discussed how migrants impact Ger-
many’s culture of remembrance, and numerous educational programs now tar-
get Muslims (migrants or not) in trying to challenge anti-Semitic sentiments
that are believed to be held by Muslims. Esra Ozyurek shows that the Muslim
migrants are seen as most threatening to the integrity of the German narra-
tive of mastering memory.” Victoria Bishop Kendzia shows that Muslim pupils’
experiences are not welcome in the Jewish Museum in Berlin, where majority-
German educators see them as suspicious, unable to join the German cultural
memory, and unable to participate in it as equal citizens.”® What Rothberg and
Yildiz termed “memory citizenship,” or the assessment of a particular group’s
ability to participate in German culture through the performance of Holocaust
memory work, has been discussed in the German media to such an extent that
Muslim Germans now find it necessary to respond to it.” Naika Foruntan claims
that the Holocaust should cease belonging purely to German history;* hence,
other groups, with their various memories, should be allowed to participate in
remembering it. Adelson discusses such participation in the case of German-
Turkish literature.®
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[llouz and Bohm connect the discourse in Germany on collective guilt to that
of Israel’s guilt, or its lack thereof, over the destruction of Palestinian life in Pal-
estine in and after 1948. They claim that ironically, “it is only the theatrical col-
lective staging of a victim role—a reflection of the German theatrical collective
staging of guilt—that has enabled the Israelis to reject the experience of guilt and
responsibility.”* Similarly, claims Ulrike Schleicher, “today, the Holocaust seems
to connect more often than it divides.”” Illouz and Bohm suggest that Jews and
other observers and participants in the new Jewish migration to Berlin ought
no longer to make themselves complacent with the negative symbiosis between
Israelis and Germans and thereby “replace the collective victimhood and collec-
tive guilt with a real responsibility for our past and our future.”*

The dialogical space among and between these various positions in the “Israe-
lis in Berlin” phenomenon transcends Zionism, since it calls for a universalistic,
humanist, and diasporic project. As Galit Saada-Ophir shows, the boundary
work that such activists perform creates a broader space of negotiation—not
simply rejection—for critical choices or chances inside or outside of Israel.
The rich correspondence between Tel Aviv and Berlin as havens and ideas that
individuals imagine and play cannot be captured by Zionism and its putative
opposite(s).

Poet Mati Shemoelof describes the possibilities of such transnationalism as
follows: “The Germans tend to talk about the Israelis in Berlin out of the percep-
tion that the Jew stands behind the Israeli. But what happens when the Germans
discover that there are more complex identities than those in their imagination?
What happens when they hear about an Israeli-Palestinian who sees himself
both as an Israeli and as a Palestinian? How do they respond to the thousands
of Palestinians who emigrate from Israel to their city? And how is their memory
and guilt organized towards the Nakba?”¢* Germans meeting both Jews and Pal-
estinian migrants in Berlin discuss their positions vis-a-vis Israel and the occu-
pation, a discussion that affects their narratives about the Holocaust as well as
their responsibility toward both Jews and Palestinians. Having said that, Shem-
oelof stresses that Palestinians often go unseen in the German exploration of
Israelis in Berlin: “Of all places in Berlin, Arab Jews have the freedom to get to
know their sisters and brothers from the Arab world.” Palestinians as well as Arab
Jews can newly experience their state of strangeness within the migratory space
they enact.”

Anya Topolsky claims that the agency Jews and Muslims enjoy in Europe is
somewhat reduced by the state, which uses theological-political mechanisms of
managing minorities.® The State of Israel manages this minority through the label
of Yordim, while the German state manages it in one of two ways: by perceiving
Israelis (1) as “good migrants” who can “integrate” and become true Germans or
(2) as possible brokers, with Palestinians on German soil, of reconciliation in the
Middle East. Those asymmetrical power relations are balanced by the presence of
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Israeli Jewish intellectuals in the German media and by Israeli groups refusing to
accept the definition of minorities imposed on them.

For instance, an Israeli Jewish migrant shared a post from a Facebook group:
“I have a really strange question. It really bothers me that the drawing with the
Star of David on the Berlin wall is scribbled over. Who can I write in this regard,
you think? The municipality or who’s responsible?” The many amused reactions
came with little delay: “Tell him to come and clean it off himself”; “Maybe he
is looking for a place to crash when he comes to check out the berlin wall”; “I
am really shocked by your reactions. What did he ask you to do?”; and “Tell
him you don’t know who is in charge, but that he can go ask in the [Hebrew-
language] group ‘our Berlin.” The question and replies reveal a rich field of inti-
mate national signification in which the Israeli citizen living in Berlin is expected
to serve as a mediator on things related to doing Holocaust memory right or
reproaching “the Germans” for doing it wrong (often mixing up and condensing
different historical periods) and the ability of the newcomers to intervene in a
way one would in Israel.

As stated earlier, migrants do intervene in the discourse about integration. For
instance, Tal Hever-Chybowski, editor of the Hebrew-language annual magazine
Mikan Ve'eylakh (From here onward) asks in his piece “Integration?” which was
written for the ID Festival in 2017, about the subject-object position ambiguity
in the term integration. This ambiguity, he claims, reveals the obvious hegemony
of the majority over the minority: “Integration is a universalist-humanistic pre-
tense, whose function is to conceal the fundamental intolerance of hegemonic
power systems toward manifestations of the particular.”® This cultural artifact
underscores the dialogical nature of the German-Israeli fascination with the
migration of Israelis. Another example is the consideration of Tomer Gardi’s
novel Broken German for the Bachmann literature prize, which Noam Brusilovsky
adopted as a podcast.

We have thus far seen the intercultural and intergenerational exchange by
groups that respond both to Holocaust memory as it is performed in Israel and
Germany and to the condition of migrant groups in Berlin in recent history,
which is extensively debated. I will show how this particular migration and its
representation in Israeli media opens up a space for negotiation of national and
intersectional identities, and less so in Germany, where the possibility of seeing
and sharing time and space with Jews is fraught with seeing them as possible vic-
tims. In the latter, Jewish Israelis, Ashkenazi and Mizrachi, remember the Holo-
caust with other minorities and negotiate within a rigid memory regime, which
denies them—together with other Jews and members of other minorities—a
subject position other than their presupposed position in the fixed framework.”
Those modes of remembrance are taken from Israeli contemporary memory
culture.”” They are then reimagined and interpreted in the Hebrew Diaspora in
cosmopolitan capitals of Europe.
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LAMENTATION AND LoOSS

The third form of liberation in the discourse on Israelis in Berlin is of lamenta-
tion and loss. The political-moral move to not stay within the confines of the
Zionist culture of Jews in Israel is at first experienced as emancipatory but then
is lamented as a loss. For example, issue 10 of Spitz (Passover 2014) was called You
Are My Liberty: Berlin as a Freedom Lab.”> Writers were asked to reflect on the
topic of liberty, as we saw in the example of Dana Rothschild on the topic of feel-
ing free in Western Berlin, where Hebrew writers lived and worked in the early
twentieth century. In Spitz as well as in the German and Israeli press generally,
the city was viewed as enabling freedom as well as being itself “free.”
freedom lab” also discursively marks the project as plural and contingent, adding
to the transgression of national narratives. The attempt to be free in the lab, with
other “researchers” in a controlled environment, marks both a break with the
past and the possibility of failure.

Berlin as a

Uri Avnery, journalist, author, and peace activist, called on young Israelis liv-
ing in Berlin to return to Israel, stating that their excellence will be better rec-
ognized in Israel and that they are needed to fight and change the course of the
country’s nationalistic right-wing ascendancy. In this public dialogue, Avnery
sees the migrants not as a mobile social surplus, as Thomas Nail characterizes
them, but rather laments their loss as agents crucial to rejuvenating the Israeli
nation.” Na’aman Hirschfeld, a doctoral student studying in Berlin, struck a
similar tone of lament: “Leaving is a political act against the rhetoric of ‘here’ as
the only possible place for self-realization and affecting politics.””*

Tal Hever-Chybowski responded in the blog Ha’oketz as follows: “And
today, whoever does not want to live by the sword in the bible land and on
the edge of Moab, can live a life no less political in Moabit, the neighborhood
in Berlin where new refugees arriving in the city register.” Here the lamenta-
tion is not about the choice to leave Israel but the choice of Avnery not to see
possible paths of political resistance against right-wing sentiments in Berlin.
Indeed, Hever-Chybowski alludes to the biblical Moab, an area and people
paramount to thinking about relations with non-Israelites in the Old Tes-
tament: instead of focusing on the decision to live on the brinks of war in
Israel, a political choice in and of itself, Hever-Chybowski turns his attention
to Berlin’s Moabit neighborhood, itself named after biblical Moab, as a new
place of refuge.”

In yet another example, we can see the importance of biblical metaphors and
images: the reception of the cover image for the first issue of Spitz. As journal-
ist Kathrin Schrader described the image, “Beside the door is a newspaper rack
[with] the first issue of Berlin’s Hebrew-language magazine Spitz. . . . The cover
shows the globe of Berlin’s Television Tower floating beside a little white cloud
in a blue sky, a picture that might have been taken from a children’s book.””
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Figure 13.1. Avital Yomdin’s illustration for the first cover of Spitz magazine, July 2012.
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The author does not describe the women sitting with a bottle of beer, probably
because she did not read the accompanying text.

Embedded in the illustration of the river Spree and the iconic Oberbaum
Bridge that links Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg, a symbol of Berlin’s post-Wall
unity, is a play on Psalm 137: “On the river Spree [not Babylon], we sat, and drank
[not cried], as we remembered Zion.” Here the irony of having a choice of where
to sit or reside, and what to do, drink, or where to party, brings the memory of
Zion—not Zion—to the Spree. The magazine title was “Not Alone in Berlin,” a
reference to Hans Fallada’s very popular novel in Israel, Alone in Berlin, which
tells the story of violence between individuals and Germans under National
Socialism. Returning to the image, one also sees that the figure is a single woman
who is smiling as she holds a bottle of beer. The political positioning of the
woman sitting, as it were, on top of where the Wall stood, over the Spree, with
the train behind her and the sculpture connecting times and places is ignored in
German journalists’ gaze at the self-presentation of the “Israeli.” In opposition
to this self-presentation, Tal Alon, editor of Spitz, claimed, “We are not a Jewish
magazine. We are concentrated on the contemporary life in Berlin.” Nevertheless,
she and her work are often described precisely as what she says she and Spitz are
not: “Tal Alon is the editor of the first Hebrew magazine published in Berlin after
the Holocaust,” an article from Berliner Morgenpost reads.”” Here we see that the
Berlin newspaper insists on connecting the Hebrew language to the Holocaust.
The rhetorical device” of lamentation is juxtaposed with the celebration of the
lightness with which the new migrants move in the city, their young ages, and
the putatively naive choices they make.

The use of Psalm 137 on the cover of Spitz assumes prior knowledge of both
the text and the context of lamenting leaving Israel and the Holocaust. As Almog
writes,” this choice is intoxicating for both Germans and Jews. This is evident
in another German-Jewish cooperation, the ID Festival. It was celebrated in
the German press: “The makers of the ID festivals bring back a culture that the
generation of its grandparents brought from here to Israel,” marking a cycle of
people and cultures enabled by the Holocaust.*

Uri Avnery, in his previously discussed call for migrants to return to Israel,
refers to this verse from Psalms, arguing that if everyone who can resist the crisis
in Israeli democracy will surrender and “move to the cafes on Unter den Linden
or Champs Elysees, there he will sit and cry as he remembers Zion.” Interestingly,
the reference to the famous avenues in Paris and Berlin mistakes where Israe-
lis in those cities actually live, work, and play, exposing Avnery’s assumptions
about the economic success, tourist destinations, or limelight those individuals
seek. The lamentation over the failure of the Zionist project is performed also in
reaction to the flourishing Hebrew literature in Berlin and Europe—either from
a position of rage and dismissal or from a matriarchal position relating to the
angry “chicks,” as in Fania Oz-Salzberger’s otherwise positive reading of Mikan
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Ve’eylakh, whose title implies that you can both take from Israeli literature and
celebrate diasporic Hebrew.®

The intimate relations between Hebrew and German culture since the 1980s,
based on the rich legacy of Hebraism and bilingual writing, have been explored by
Amir Eshel and Naama Rokem. To quote them, “Increasingly, the German—Israeli
encounter is triangulated with the Israeli—Palestinian dialogue, in works of
literature—such as short stories by Savyon Liebrecht and Uri Zeig—or of popu-
lar culture—such as Ethan Fox’s film Walk on Water.”®> The intimate embodied
relations are seen in the Israeli culinary scene, which Ofer Waldman describes in
the Middle Eastern exile neighborhood of Neukolln. Waldman is aware of the
colonial sentiments described by Daphna Hirsch, where hummus is signified as
an Arab dish whose Arab identity “functions as a resource employed by actors
who are embedded in various political, social, and economic projects.”® How-
ever, unlike Jews consuming hummus in Palestinian neighborhoods in Israel/
Palestine, the shared space of consuming hummus in Berlin seems to reflect the
longing for a not-yet-existing mutual future, a shared Jewish-Arab space popu-
lated by a third group—the Germans. Waldman writes about “trusted strange-
ness” and describes how one street, the Sonnenallee, turned from a place of
longing for the collapsed GDR to a boulevard of longing for the Middle East by
Arabs and Israeli Jews together, a longing he poignantly termed “Nah-ostalgie,”
or “Near East” nostalgia.*

The ground that characterizes and motivates the relationship between sign
and object can be indexical (i.e., with causal or proximal linkages)—namely, that
of the same people consuming the same dish remembering a historical (Berlin)
and a present (West Bank) wall. Here the consumption of hummus also signi-
fies Israelis as ethnic, foreign, and newly local together with Palestinians, who
are often second-generation local, with the German gaze to which all this is not
only appealing and delicious but with which political claims are made. As Ofer
Waldman notes, however, it is often the Palestinian who exclaims “Here we are
not enemies” or “Everyone is welcome in my business.” At the same time, it is
often the Israelis who are asked whether they are worried that those Muslims
will attack them. A sign, “Make hummus not walls,” is printed on the walls of an
Israeli-owned hummus restaurant in the center of Berlin, and a photo of graffiti
by Moodi Abdalla that makes the same call on the separation wall in Bethlehem
is on the restaurant’s website.”

The Jewish community in Berlin, itself a diverse group, was also skeptical and
to an extent lamented this migration. Asked by Jiidische Allgemeine, “How many
of them are there really?” Ilan Kiesling responded, “Most Israelis who moved from
Israel to Berlin are more secular and seldom visit a synagogue . . . additionally
many Israelis, apart from cultural events and celebrations, perceive the com-
munity as a purely religious institution, and this changes, when a child needs
kindergarten or school.”* The (legally established) German-Jewish Community’s
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lamentation is that the Israelis are not the Jews they were hoping for, though
eventually they might become those Jews after living in Germany for some time.

The lamentation on the German Christian side is often celebratory, showing
surprise at how Israelis and Palestinians love Berlin, as a study by the Konrad
Adenauer Foundation revealed.” This study also showed that 19 percent of Israe-
lis have relatives in Germany and continued, “To these relatives clearly belong
the over 20,000 members of the Israel community in Berlin or ‘Spree-Aviv, as
they call it. Neukolln or Kreuzberg, where also many Muslims live, are sought
after spots.” In this quote, the majority sees perhaps a danger to the (Jewish)
minority who is not aware of it, so comfortable as they are as newcomers on the
Spree. In another example, the celebration of Jews choosing to leave Israel for
Berlin is looked at as a temporary moment to party: “The fact that Israelis are
partying in Europe’s cheapest metropolis is not new, but the political context in
which the story is told by the Israelis leaving their Jewish homeland and moving
to Germany has changed.”®

Dani Kranz was asked about Jewishness and replied that the Israeli migrants
have very little to do with the Jewish community, since they see themselves first
as Israelis and second as Jews, while only a few search for contact with the Jew-
ish community: “The German-Jewish and the Israeli-Jewish identities are com-
pletely separated.”* From my conversations with Israeli Jews who sought such
contact, a complex picture arises: they failed to garner interest from the commu-
nity or to raise funds for a Hebrew library, a youth movement, or a Jewish non-
religious school. The picture is different in Frankfurt, Hamburg, and Munich,
where the Israelis and the Jewish community do converge.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

“T wanted to develop modes of writing in a language by which the power rela-
tions will be other than what I have in Hebrew,” said author Tomer Gardi, playing
with the possibility that by writing in German he became an “author without
authority”—a choice possible to explore in Berlin.”* This was indeed the impres-
sion of the jury for the Bachmann prize as well as that of an audience in the pre-
sentation of the sound installation Broken German in the Maxim Gorki Theater
in February 2018. They asked themselves whether the text is actually written in
Hebrew, whether this is the price Germans and the German language had to pay
for the “broken German” in Israel due to the Holocaust, or even for accepting
refugees to their land—reflecting the interpretational frame of “undoing Zion-
ism.” Gardi, interviewed by Gadi Goldberg in Spitz, reflected, “When they say
‘The Israeli Tomer Gardi’ it bothers me. Because I think precisely about the way
in which they do not manage to think of literature separately from the nation.
This is a problem that the literary worlds of both Germany and Israel share. It is
the reading resists the act of writing.”
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The power relations in the struggle over the definition of “otherness” in the
city one chooses to live in were explored in this piece through the symbolic use of
liberty and emancipation in the discussion of Israelis in Berlin. In this chapter, I
have understood this migration as part of a transnational diaspora that partakes
in redefining ethnic belonging while recognizing the fragility and temporal con-
tingency of that very project of redefinition in terms of a lab or even a party.
believe that the breadth of this diasporic project enables its members to negotiate
mobility and social boundaries from a position that may change and transgress
rigid categories for them as well for other groups.

NOTES

Epigraphs: Avital Yomdin, Spitz, no. 1, cover, 1 July 2012; Kathrin Schrader, The Pulse of Ger-
many, 6 November 2012, a project supported by the German Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

1. Ha'aretz, 13 October 2017.

2. Hadas Cohen and Dani Kranz, “Israeli Jews in the New Berlin from Shoah Memories
to Middle Eastern Encounters,” in Cultural Topographies of the New Berlin, ed. Karin Bauer
and Jennifer Ruth Hosek (New York: Berghahn Books, 2017), 322-346.

3. An exploration of the aesthetic of the Jews of the night, the transvestites’ images, and
other curiosities should merit a separate study.

4. Ayala Goldman, “Chocolate Pudding as a Reason for Migration: Israeli Calls on Face-
book for Migration to Europe,” Cheap in Berlin, 8 October 2014.

5. Irit Dekel, Mediation at the Holocaust Memorial in Berlin (Basingstoke, U.K.: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2013).

6. Irit Dekel, “Subjects of Memory? Holocaust Memory in Two German Historical Muse-
ums,” Dapim: Studies on the Holocaust 30, no. 3 (2016): 296—314.

7. Hilla Amit, “The Revival of Diasporic Hebrew in Contemporary Berlin,” in Cultural
Topographies of the New Berlin, 253—271.

8. Daniel Mosseri, “Berlin and Tel Aviv: Story of an Infatuation, How Berlin became the
New Mecca for Young Israelis” (diss., Freie Universitit Berlin, Internationales Journalisten
Kolleg, 2015).

9. Ruth Preser, “Lost and Found in Berlin: Identity, Ontology, and the Emergence of Queer
Zion,” Gender, Place & Culture 24, no. 3 (2016): 413—425.

10. Nelly Elias and Daphna Lemish, “Between Three Worlds: Host, Homeland, and Global
Media in the Lives of Russian Immigrant Families in Israel and Germany,” Journal of Family
Issues 32, n0. 9 (2011): 1245-1274.

11. Ruth Wodak, “Pragmatics and Critical Discourse Analysis: A Cross-disciplinary
Inquiry,” Pragmatics & Cognition 15, no. 1 (2007): 203—225.

12. Bernhard Forchtner and Christiaan Schneickert, “Collective Learning in Social Fields:
Bourdieu, Habermas and Critical Discourse Studies,” Discourse & Society 27, no. 3 (2016):
293-307.

13. Forchtener and Schneickert, “Collective Learning,” 296.

14. Pierre Bourdieu, Distinctions: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste (London: Rout-
ledge, 1990).

15. Victor Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and anti-Structure (New Brunswick, N.J.:
Transaction, 1977); Tamar Katriel, Communal Webs: Communication and Culture in Contem-
porary Israel (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1991).

16. Dani Kranz, Israelis in Berlin: Wie viele sind es und was zieht sie nach Berlin? (Giitersloh:
Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2015), 11.



“YOU ARE MY LIBERTY” 243

17. Dani Kranz, “Forget Israel—the Future Is in Berlin! Local Jews, Russian Immigrants
and Israeli Jews in Berlin and across Germany,” Shofar 34, no. 4 (2016): 5-28; JDC Interna-
tional Centre for Community Development and Machon Kehilot, The Israeli Diaspora in
Europe: A Survey about Israelis Living in Europe, 2017.

18. Larissa Remennick, “Generation 1.5 of Russian Speaking Immigrants in Israel and in
Germany: An Overview of Recent Research and A German Pilot Study,” in Integration, Iden-
tity and Language Maintenance in Young Immigrants, Russian Germans and German Russians,
ed. Ludmila Isurin and Claudia Maria Riehl (Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 2017), 69—98.

19. Mosseri, “Berlin and Tel Aviv.”

20. See, for instance, a piece in the October 2014 issue of the Juedische Allgemeine, http://
www.juedische-allgemeine.de/article/view/id/20597. Estimates vary widely and certainty is
difficult because it is so easy for “an Israeli” to live in Berlin without officially being regis-
tered as an Israeli, as living in Berlin, or either.

21. See, for instance, Tagesschau24, “Zion an der Spree: Was Israelis in Berlin Machen,”
television news broadcast, 13 September 2015.

22. Cohen and Kranz, “Israeli Jews.” Fania Oz-Salzberger, “Kinderlach, You Can Do Both:
On the Brilliant, Raging Raise of Hebrew, Non-Israeli Literature in Europe,” Hashiloach 1
(2016): 163-169.

23. Cohen and Kranz, 323.

24. Katriel, Communal Webs, 1.

25. Dekel, Mediation.

26. Y. Michal Bodemann, Geddchtnissthater. Die Jiidische Gemeinschaft und Ihre deutsche
Erfahrung (Hamburg: 1996); Irit Dekel, “Jews and Other Others at the Holocaust Memorial
in Berlin,” Anthropological Journal of European Culture 23, no. 2 (2014): 71-84.

27. Moishe Postone, “History and Helplessness: Mass Mobilization and Contemporary
Forms of Anticapitalism,” Public Culture 18, no. 1 (2006): 93-110.

28. Jeffrey K. Olick and Daniel Levy, “Collective Memory and Cultural Constraint: Holo-
caust Myth and Rationality in German Politics.” American Sociological Review 62, no. 6
(1997): 921-926.

29. Press release of the government on the occasion of the Israel-Germany festival, accessed
21 February 2018, https://www.bundesregierung.de/Content/DE/Pressemitteilungen/BPA/
2015/10/2015-10-16-bkm-israelisch-deutsches-festival-berlin.html.

30. Noam Brusilovsky and Ofer Waldman, We Love Israel, 2018, SWR in cooperation with
Deutschland Radio.

31. Ozlem Savas, “Taste Diaspora: The Aesthetic and Material Practice of Belonging,” Jour-
nal of Material Culture 19, no. 2 (2014): 185—208.

32. Preser, “Lost and Found”; Hila Amit, “Exit Points: The National Temporal Axix and
Queer Migration from Israel,” Theory and Criticism 45 (2015): 91—113; Hila Amit, A Queer
Way Out: the Politics of Queer Emigration from Israel (New York: State University of New
York Press, 2018).

33. Y. Michal Bodemann and Gokce Yurdakul, “Learning Diaspora: German Turks and the
Jewish Narrative,” in The New German Jewry and the European Context, ed. Y. Michal Bode-
mann (Basingstoke, U.K.: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 73-95.

34. Cohen and Kranz, “Israeli Jews.”

35. Hannah Lithmann, “Oi, Berlin, Junge, Muss es Wirklich Sein?,” Welt Kultur, 4 May 2014.

36. Amit, “Revival.”

37. Karolina S. Follis, Building Fortress Europe: The Polish-Ukrainian Frontier (Philadel-
phia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013).

38. Thomas Nail, The Figure of the Migrant (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press,
2015), 2.

39. Gad Yair, Love Is Not Praktisch: The Israeli Look at Germany (Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz
Hameuchad, 2015).



244 IRIT DEKEL

40. Nail, Figure of the Migrant.

41. Nail, 3.

42. Yael Almog, “Migration and Its Discontents: Israelis in Berlin and Homeland Politics.”
Transit 10, no. 1 (2015): 1-7.

43. Yael Almog, “Europe Will Be Stunned: Visualization of a Jewish Return,” in The Ger-
man Hebrew Dialogue: Studies of Encounter and Exchange, ed. Amir Eshel and Rachel Seelig
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 2018), 197—209.

44. Cited in Mosseri, “Berlin and Tel Aviv.”

45. Ruth Wodak, “What CDA Is about—A Summary of its History, Important Concepts
and its Developments,” in Methods of Critical Discourse Analysis, ed. Ruth Wodak and
Michael Meyer (London: SAGE, 2001), 1-13.

46. Katriel, Communal Webs, 4.

47. Asaf Ronel, “Na’aman, Come Back from Berlin to Jaffa,” Ha’aretz, 4 August 2016.

48. Ofri Ilany, “Zuriickbleiben Bitte,” blog post on Eretz Haemori, 16 September 2010,
https://haemori.wordpress.com/2010/09/16/zuruckbleiben-bitte/.

49. Lissy Kaufmann, “Berlin ldsst dich viele Personen in einer sein,” Der Tagesspiegel online,
7 October 2013.

50. Dana Rothschild, “Shelter/Sanctuary-City,” Spitz 10 (April 2014): 9 [Hebrew].

51. He made this statement in November 2017 while discussing the film, which bears the
same title as a film by Daniel Laufer. The film is a coproduction of DAGESH KunstLAB ELES
und Asylum Arts with support from the German Ministry of Education and Research.

52. Nir Yahav, “In Israel, You Cannot Escape’ Your Arabness. Here You Can Rest,” Walla, 15
January 2015 [Hebrew], https://news.walla.co.il/item/2820101.

53. Elke Vogel, ““Endlich wieder frei atmen’—Junge Israelis in Berlin,” Rhein-Neckar Zeitung,
29 July 2015 https://www.rnz.de/wissen/gesellschaft_artikel,-Gesellschaft-Endlich-wieder-frei
-atmen-Junge-Israelis-in-Berlin-_arid,115739.html.

54. Konrad Jarausch, “Normalisierung oder ReNationalisierung? Zur Umdeutung der
deutschen Vergangenheit,” Geschichte und Gesellschaft 21, no. 4 (1995): 571-584.

55. Freia Peters, “Berlin, a German Longing for Jews,” Die Welt, 23 April 2012.

56. Gorki, “Radical Jewish Cultural Days,” 4 November 2017, https://gorki.de/de/ars
-poetica.

57. Esra Ozyurek, “Export-Import Theory and the Racialization of Anti-Semitism: Turkish
and Arab-Only Prevention Programs in Germany,” Comparative Studies in Society and His-
tory 58, n0. 1 (2016): 40—65.

58. Victoria Bishop Kendzia, Visitors to the House of Memory Identity and Political Educa-
tion at the Jewish Museum Berlin (New York: Berghahn, 2017).

59. Michael Rothberg and Yasemin Yildiz, “Memory Citizenship: Migrant Archives of
Holocaust Remembrance in Contemporary Germany,” Parallax 17, no. 4 (2011): 32—48.

60. Malte Lehming, “Wie Migranten das Holocaust-Gedenken verindern,” Tagesspiegel, 13
January 2018.

61. Leslie A. Adelson, “Touching Tales of Turks, Germans, and Jews: Cultural Alterity,
Historical Narrative, and Literary Riddles for the 1990s,” New German Critique 80 (2000):
93-124.

62. Eva Illouz and Omri Bohm, “Kollektive Schuld, Kollektive Opfer,” in Israel und Deutsch-
land, Kultur Austausch a special edition of Kulturaustausch, ed. Micha Brumlik (Instituts fiir
Auslandsbeziehungen, 2015): 16—18.

63. “Meine oder Deine Geschichte,” Deutsche Welle, 7 November 2013, https://p.dw.com/
p/1ABgz.

64. “Meine oder Deine Geschichte,” 18.

65. Galit Saada-Ophir, “Mizrachi Subaltern Counterpoints: Sderot’s Alternative Bands,”
Anthropological Quarterly 80, no. 3 (2007): 711-736.



“YOU ARE MY LIBERTY” 245

66. “Nobody Talks about Palestinians in Berlin,” Ha’aretz, 15 June 2015 [Hebrew],
https://www.haaretz.co.il/literature/study/.premium-1.2659531.

67. “Nobody Talks about Palestinians in Berlin.”

68. Anya Topolski, “Good Jew, Bad Jew . .. Good Muslim, Bad Muslim: ‘Managing’ Europe’s
Others,” Ethnic and Racial Studies (2017): 1-18.

69. Tal Hever-Chybowski, “A Parable on Integration,” Protocols, no. 2 (2018).

70. Dekel, “Subjects of Memory.”

71. Jackie Feldman, “Between Yad Vashem and Mt. Herzl: Changing Inscriptions of Sacri-
fice on Jerusalem’s ‘Mountain of Memory,” Anthropological Quarterly 80, no. 4 (2007): 1147—
1174; Tamar Katriel and Yifat Gutman, “The Wall Must Fall: Memory Activism, Documen-
tary Filmmaking, and the Second Intifada,” in Cultural Memories of Nonviolent Struggles, ed.
Anna Reading and Tamar Katriel (Basinstoke, U.K.: Palgrave, 2015), 205-225.

72. At Heruti is a reference to a famous song by Georges Moustaki, “You Are My Liberty.”

73. “Youth of Berlin, Return to the Land,” Ha’Aretz, 28 July 2016 [Hebrew], https://www
.haaretz.co.il/opinions/.premium-1.3021448.

74.“No Thanks, I Stay in Berlin,” Ha’Aretz, 31 July 2016 [Hebrew], https://www.haaretz.co.il/
opinions/.premium-1.3024138.

75. This is a point that Dani Kranz illuminates in her analysis of the allos (“Other”) dis-
course on Israel migration to Berlin and the refugees’ “welcome culture” since 2015.

76. Kathrin Schrader, “Tel Aviv an der Spree,” So tikt Deutschland, 6 November 2012,
https://www.deutschland.de/de/topic/leben/gesellschaft-integration/tel-aviv-an-der-spree.

77. Marion Bernhardt. “Berlin heifSt p5'r:,” Berliner Morgenpost, 27 July 2014, https://www
.morgenpost.de/printarchiv/biz/article130596669/Berlin-heisst.html.

78. As these are analyzed by Wodak in “Pragmatics.”

79. Almog, “Migration and Its Discontents.”

80. Esther Slevgot, “Kunst braucht Platz,” TAZ, 12 October 2017, https://www.taz.de/Archiv
-Suche/!5452253&s=ID%2BFestival&SuchRahmen=Print/.

81. Fania Oz-Salzberger, “Kinderlach, You Can Do Both,” Ha’shiloach, 19 January 2017,
https://hashiloach.org.il/zi1-01-WOR-TROWTIP/.

82. Amir Eshel and Naama Rokem, “German and Hebrew: Histories of a Conversation,”
Prooftexts 33, no. 1 (2013): 1-8.

83. Daphna Hirsch, ““Hummus Is Best When It Is Fresh and Made by Arabs™: The Gour-
metization of Hummus in Israel and the Return of the Repressed Arab,” American Ethnolo-
gist 38, no. 4 (2011): 617-630.

84. Ofer Waldman, “Berlin als arabisch-israelischer Begegnungsort,” Deutschlandradio
Kultur, 24 December 2017, https://www.deutschlandfunkkultur.de/auf-neutralem-boden
-berlin-als-arabisch-israelischer.942.de.html?dram:article_id=406702.

85. This is graffiti by Moodi Abdalla on the separation wall in Bethlehem.

86. Alice Lanke, “Wie viele sind es wirklich?,” Jiidische Allgemeine, 30 October 2014,
https://www.juedische-allgemeine.de/article/view/id/20597.

87. “Israelis and Palestinians Both Love Germany,” TheLocal.de, 12 January 2015, https://
www.thelocal.de/20150112/israelis-and-palestinians-a-positive-view-of-germany.

88. James Kirchick, “Was soll die israelische Begeisterung fiir Berlin?,” Frankfurter Allgeme-
ine Zeitung, 29 July 2015, http://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/debatten/zieht-es-wirklich-so
-viele-israelis-nach-berlin-13723985.html.

89. Elke Vogel, op. Cit. (see note 54).

90. Gadi Goldberg, “Tomer Gardi’s Book Was Written in Broken German and Chal-
lenges the Most Basic Assumptions by and about Migrants,” Spitz-Magazin, August 2016,
http://spitzmag.de/culture/8765.

91. Goldberg.



<
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Jay Howard Geller and Michael Meng

In the early 1960s, Israeli journalist and writer Amos Elon journeyed across
divided Germany to investigate the country’s transformation after Nazism.
Through a series of nuanced observations about West and East Germany, he
explored whether Germans had fundamentally changed. Had the country
learned from the errors of its past? As he witnessed untold former Nazis in
positions of political, judicial, and economic power; as he noted that most
Germans wished an end to war-crimes trials; and as he failed to engage his
interlocutors in a critical examination of the past, he ultimately concluded that
Germany had in fact not changed. In his first book, entitled Journey through
a Haunted Land: The New Germany, he argued that Germany had failed to
transform itself into a tolerant, self-critical nation-state committed to humani-
tarianism.’ Though West Germany had adopted democracy, xenophobia and
illiberalism still persisted. All in all, Elon left Germany with a view of a country
that was largely in denial about its past and unwilling to change from it.
While Elon spoke with many Germans about the Holocaust and elicited their
attitudes toward the Jews during his time in Germany, it seems that he only mini-
mally engaged with the Jewish community in West Germany. He commented
ofthandedly that “the Jewish population of West Germany is a negligible minor-
ity (0.04 percent against 0.9 percent before the war)” and that “the few Jews who
returned to Germany after the war were most old or sickly, pensioners or small
businessmen.” He failed to interrogate their motives for remaining in Germany
or to examine the quality of their lives in Germany. And with the exception of
organized Jewry in Communist East Germany—a minuscule population—he
failed to investigate the changes to German-Jewish life and its prospects for the
future.’ He did interview a few Jews with unusually prominent positions in West
German society, including the literary critic Marcel Reich-Ranicki and the Hes-
sian state attorney general Fritz Bauer. Yet those discussions focused more on
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German confrontations with the past rather than on the Jewish experience in
the present.

If Elon had looked closely at Jewish life in West Germany, he would have
encountered many of the issues examined by this volume. He would have seen
how the community structured itself and worked behind the scenes to achieve
its aims—namely, support for communal institutions and reparations. He might
have noticed that members of the community sought to build on the prewar
German heritage through the postwar establishment of archives and institutes
for the study of German-Jewish history. And he would not have missed the inter-
nal tensions within the Jewish community, particularly between German Jews
and Eastern European Jews.

Elon, who lived until 2009, returned to Germany on many occasions; however,
he never wrote a direct sequel to Journey Through a Haunted Land. If he had, he
would have had to chronicle the fundamental transformation in West Germany
only a few years after his book appeared. Under the leadership of Social Demo-
cratic chancellor Willy Brandt, accompanied by an upsurge of youth activism,
West German society finally began a public reckoning with its past. Additionally,
as noted in essays in this volume, the Jewish community in Germany, while still
small in size, began to assert itself publicly.

By 2002, as Elon published his final book, The Pity of It All: A History of the
Jews in Germany, 1743—1933, the community had grown significantly through
the immigration of Russian Jews and achieved real visibility in German soci-
ety. Many of the challenges faced by the Jewish community in Germany in the
first decades of the twenty-first century differed significantly from those of thirty
years prior. The integration of the Russian Jews, their relationship to the exist-
ing community, religious and cultural pluralism in a diversified society, and the
position and influence of Israeli Jews in “German” Jewry became topics of con-
sideration alongside previous issues, such as age structure and anti-Semitism.

Moreover, Germany itself has changed significantly, including its attitude
toward Jews and, more broadly, toward the ethnocultural nationalism of its
past. Today, Germany stands out in contemporary Europe for its public, official
opposition to anti-Semitism; for its commitment to the transnational project
of the European Union; and for its embrace of the universalistic principles of
the liberal constitutional state. While ethnocultural nationalism poses a threat
with the recent electoral success of the right-wing political party Alternative for
Germany, it appears more likely than not that Germany will remain a supporter
of transnationalism and democracy in continental Europe. Indeed, Germany’s
transformation after Nazism has prompted several prominent German histo-
rians to narrate postwar German history as a tale of successful rehabilitation.*

However, the postwar narrative of German rehabilitation often reduces the
complex history of Jews in divided Germany to explaining the progressive trans-
formation of Germany into a liberal democracy. Put somewhat differently, such
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a narrative assimilates the experiences of Jews into a national story. Looking
toward new approaches to considering Jewish life in Germany, how might one
research and write about Jewish experiences in Germany after 1945 in a manner
that does not assimilate those experiences into a German national story? This
question applies as much to “German” scholars as it does to “Jewish” scholars.
This volume suggests some alternative ways of narrating these historical
experiences. One way is local history. Local history permits, through meticu-
lous archival research, an up-close look at the intricate, everyday lives of Jews,
as this volume’s chapters on Hamburg, Frankfurt, and Berlin show in detail.
Another way is through the history of individuals, some of whom, such as Bar-
bara Honigmann and Ernst Bloch, call into question narrow national identities
or undermine them altogether. More broadly, the history of individuals eludes
generalization by offering an in-depth look into the lives and thoughts of a single
person. Still another approach is institutional history. As the first set of chapters
in this volume demonstrate, institutional history can capture the movement of
actors, ideas, and projects across national borders. International and transna-
tional history also offer fruitful means of interrogating the Jewish presence in
Germany since 1945, particularly as the community in the Bonn Republic was
largely composed of Jews from Eastern Europe and the community in the Berlin
Republic is overwhelming “Russian,” with a sizeable contingent of Israelis. A final
approach is interdisciplinary history. If all the essays in this volume can be char-
acterized as historical insofar as they address a distinct period of time in the past,
they are not all written by historians, which is a beneficial feature of the volume
because historians tend to be more wedded to the conventional, generalizing pat-
tern of linear narration than are, perhaps, their colleagues in other disciplines.’
We wish to conclude by proposing some alternative ways of narrating postwar
German-Jewish history that this volume does not explore but that serve as pos-
sible avenues for future scholars to pursue. The possibility of transcending the
nationalistic claim that each individual belongs to a particular group or ethnos
was advanced, in different ways, by the religious and philosophical traditions
that have shaped European history since the ancient period. Although the philo-
sophical attempt to transcend nationalism through reason by thinkers such as
Jurgen Habermas has received extensive scholarly treatment,® less attention has
been paid to religious expressions of universalism in the post-1945 period, most
notably as advanced by Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Explorations of these
religious traditions, especially as they relate to each other, could be a fruitful way
of considering alternatives to national narratives in the postwar era. Moreover,
multinational and comparative approaches to the study of German-Jewish his-
tory can help break the confines of traditional national history. The challenges
of reconstructing Jewish life after the Holocaust were of course not limited to
the case of Germany. Jews in Germany’s neighboring countries—France, Aus-
tria, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and Italy—faced similar challenges. By
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examining these cases from comparative or transnational perspectives, future
scholars can reconstruct more deftly the richness and plurality of Jewish experi-
ences in Germany and Europe.

NOTES

1. Amos Elon, Journey through a Haunted Land: The New Germany, trans. Michael Roloff
(New York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1967).

2. Elon, 43, 236.
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4. See, for example, Konrad Jarausch, After Hitler: Recivilizing Germans, 1945-1995 (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2008); Ulrich Herbert, ed., Wandlungsprozesse in Westdeutsch-
land: Belastung, Integration, Liberalisierung 1945—1980 (Gottingen: Wallstein, 2002); Hein-
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