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Shulamit Volkov has produced more instructive pieces on the histo-
ry of the German Jews than virtually any other historian. She has
always seen Jewish history as an integral part of German history,
though without regarding this as its only interpretation. In some
respects her most recent book is a synthesis of her previous work,
and therefore deserves particular attention. Her starting point is the
fact that only a few German Jews foresaw the catastrophe of the
Holocaust. According to Volkov, this has much to do with specific
characteristics of German Judaism which in any case, she suggests,
remains quite incomprehensible without its historical roots. 

There had been no shortage of warning signs. The lives of German
Jews were marked by anti-Semitic experiences, and they knew all
about the prejudices of the majority Christian society. Yet the pro-
gressive, liberal Jews regarded anti-Semitism as a relic of the past
which they no longer considered to have any social power. Many
Zionists, on the other hand, sought to come to terms with anti-
Semitism and, at the same time, to hold fast to their faith in their own
future. This attitude was crucially influenced by the experience of
anti-Semitic violence that occurred increasingly in eastern Europe
after the assassination of Alexander II in 1881. According to Volkov,
this also applied to the figurehead of turn-of-the-century Zionism,
Theodor Herzl, who, for political reasons, stylized the Dreyfus affair
into the key event of his life. In fact, she says, the treatment of east-
ern European Jews in Karl Lueger’s Vienna had already convinced
him of the need, in principle, for a solution to the ‘Jewish question’. 

Volkov demonstrates extreme sensitivity towards the ambivalent
attitudes of her protagonists towards Judaism. Thus she says of
Sigmund Freud, who fought all his life for psychoanalysis to be
accepted in the university world and was well prepared to compro-
mise over conventions: ‘A member of the first generation of emanci-
pation, Freud apparently felt more comfortable among Jews than
among non-Jews’ (p. 39). Her judgement of Franz Kafka, who left no
doubt as to his Jewish identity despite apparently rejecting Judaism,
is even more pointed: ‘He always counts himself among the Jews he
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so heartily despises’ (p. 41). Yet however well developed the art of
introspection was in the Jews, most of them retained an affirmative
and idealistic attitude towards German culture. Significantly, the
international Jewish press reached a harsh condemnatory verdict on
Hitler when it compared him to the tsar—a judgement that did not
even begin to do justice to the horrors that lay ahead. At the same
time there was no shortage of Zionists who saw Hitler, above all, as
confirmation of their own anti-assimilatory view of the world. 

Volkov’s most successful research strategy is her concept of anti-
Semitism as a cultural code, which makes Clifford Geertz’s ideas use-
ful for historical research. Here she is reacting to the fact that in most
academic works the connection is rarely successfully made between
the anti-Semitism of the Kaiserreich and that of the Third Reich. In
most cases, she says, the authors are content to illustrate the roots of
National Socialism in the völkisch movement. According to Volkov,
however, the specific nature and virulence of anti-Semitism cannot
be explained simply by positing continuity. She disputes, for exam-
ple, whether the racial doctrines of the anti-Semites in the Kaiserreich
were really so important in terms of the history of ideology. At any
rate, one pioneer of the völkisch movement, Paul de Lagarde, had con-
sidered racism a meaningless variety of materialism. And, she main-
tains, the importance of Julius Langbehn for the history of ideology
lies not in his strangely indifferent anti-Semitism but in his variety of
cultural criticism, which seemed modern to his contemporaries and
took into account the value of the artistic individual as opposed to
the anonymous forces of the era. 

Volkov makes various desiderata for research on anti-Semitism
quite clear. She feels, for example, that we know far too little about
the significance of the 1848–9 revolution, so often celebrated as the
‘people’s spring’ and zenith of the democratic movement, for the his-
tory of anti-Semitism. During the revolution there were numerous
acts of anti-Semitic violence and the Hamburg journalist Wilhelm
Marr, in whose circle the expression ‘anti-Semitism’ came to promi-
nence in the decade of the Reich’s foundation, was himself a failed
member of the 1848 generation. According to Volkov, at a method-
ological level it has not been possible to bring research on national-
ism and on anti-Semitism closer to one another, as can also be seen in
the works of leading general historians such as Hans-Ulrich Wehler
and Thomas Nipperdey. Despite all attempts by German historians
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to do justice to modern anti-Semitism, there are clear signs of reluc-
tance. As an example Volkov points out that there are reservations
about the Jews in Social Democracy. So far they have played only a
marginal part in research on the history of the labour movement.
From a methodological point of view it is important to remember
that the majority of anti-Semites in the Kaiserreich relied on the
power of the written word. Established academics such as Paul de
Lagarde and Heinrich von Treitschke should therefore be regarded
as particularly disastrous since they lent bourgeois respectability to
hatred of the Jews by giving full expression to their resentment. At
the same time, she says, it should also be borne in mind that the cul-
ture of the book represented ‘the real homeland of the Jews’ (George
Steiner), from which they could not easily be expelled (p. 153).

Another key area of Shulamit Volkov’s work is the German-
Jewish project of modernity. Like Uriel Tal she underlines the exclu-
sive character of the German nation-state, whose advocates were
keen to establish inner homogeneity. Thus Theodor Mommsen, as a
convinced left liberal, was among the energetic champions of minor-
ity rights and believed in the importance of Judaism for the cultural
history of humanity. Nonetheless, he saw it as unavoidable that the
Jews, in order to be ‘accepted into one great nation’, would have to
give up their collective identity. Volkov’s sympathies are with de
Tocqueville’s pluralistic concept of democracy, which allows for
individual political decisions. Yet it is surely telling that his way of
thinking was alien to most politicians in the German Kaiserreich. 

The speed and social range of the Jewish assimilation process var-
ied considerably. The society that prided itself so much on its open-
ness actually contained many patterns of exclusion. At the universi-
ties there were many gifted Jewish students and Privatdozenten, but
very few of them ever became professors. Volkov underlines the pos-
itive aspects of such discrimination, which mainly consisted in the
fact that in expanding disciplines such as medicine Jews were forced
into rapidly emerging sub-branches, where they were able to make
pioneering discoveries despite being in a marginal discipline. Given
the present state of knowledge, it is difficult to say to what extent
Jews were also forced into ‘creative niches’ in the humanities. In any
case, the conformity of outsiders should be taken into account which,
in ‘national disciplines’ such as German studies and history, was
quite considerable. What is certain is that perfect command of the
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German language was the conditio sine qua non (p. 187) for social
advancement, which Volkov describes as a process of successfully
becoming bourgeois. The social changes entailed a high level of visi-
bility. Both the degree of urbanization of the German Jews and their
low birth rates were often seen within the Jewish community as cri-
sis phenomena. Today these social parameters are viewed less dra-
matically as evidence of the specific modernity of German Judaism. 

In terms of the history of mentalities, the German Jews’ most strik-
ing characteristic was certainly the value they attached to education.
This is one of the main reasons why Jewish women played such a
pioneering role in the education system. But the eagerness of Jewish
pupils to learn was also regarded as exemplary, and even embittered
anti-Semites could not ignore the success of Jewish academics. In the
first forty years of the twentieth century, for instance, one-third of
German Nobel laureates were of Jewish extraction. Precisely because
they knew all about the frictions within an extremely hierarchical
education system, they early developed a will to achieve and this
helped them to overcome difficulties and setbacks. ‘Good is bad’ (p.
237) was an expression common during their schooldays, meaning
that only Jews with excellent achievements had an academic future.
Of course, they paid a high price for their academic ambitions. 

Volkov is extremely sensitive to the darker side of the much-
revered German-Jewish culture. Orientated primarily by the cultural
mainstream, German Jews, she says, also paid their respects to intel-
lectual trends that had little sense of difference or dissent. This
applies as much to their attitude towards romanticism as to diverse
forms of nationalism. She says that only very few German scholars,
such as Moritz Lazarus, had a positive view of cultural diversity,
which made positive defence of their Jewish identity possible.
Volkov takes the historian Harry Bresslau and the philosopher
Hermann Cohen, who stressed the exemplary character of German -
ness, particularly severely to task. It should be borne in mind here, of
course, that ‘German’ was also an ideal concept conceived by Fichte
that was meant to serve as a yardstick for the present and also con-
tained a promise for the future.

The determining forces in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries turned out to have a different effect from what most of the
leading intellectuals among the highly acculturated German Jews
thought. Both the experience of anti-Semitism and the successful
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process of assimilation favoured, in the medium-term, the dissimila-
tion of German Jews. Culturally, however, Volkov says, the renais-
sance of Judaism was far more strongly influenced by German cul-
ture than would appear at first glance in the essentialist discourses of
the fin de siècle. In this context Volkov refers back to Martin Buber’s
Chassidische Geschichten, which claimed the greatest authenticity but
proved to be literary testimonies very much characteristic of their
own time. 

In terms of content, however, Shulamit Volkov is interested not in
meting out ideological criticism but in a better understanding of the
German Jews who, with their eagerness for education and faith in
normative values, appear exemplary and helpless in equal measure.
In Kantian terms, they were incapable of guaranteeing the conditions
for their own success. It is telling that the book ends with a tragic
image: the German Jews lived on a ship that was bound to sink, yet
continued to dream the dream of peaceful co-existence. Even if this is
just an illusion, there can be little doubt about the inner value of this
vision—and its cultural productivity.
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