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German-Jewish history has long emerged from the shadowy exis-
tence which it led in the historiography of the Federal Republic. It is
no longer the domain of a small number of specialists, but now occu-
pies a respected place in historical research. The social rise of the Jews
and their controversial integration into an emergent bourgeois socie-
ty is a theme of special interest. This was the subject of the series of
conferences on ‘Jüdisches Bürgertum in Deutschland’ which Rein-
hard Rürup directed for the Wissenschaftliche Arbeitsgemeinschaft
of the Leo Baeck Institute between 1995 and 1998. In general, younger
historians presented their work for discussion at these research col-
loquia. The volume under review here conveys a good impression of
the broad spectrum of research topics and approaches presented,
ranging from social history to cultural history, and including the his-
tory of mentalities, gender, and religion. On the whole, it presents a
complex picture of German-Jewish history between the Enlighten-
ment and National Socialism. More than ever, this appears as a his-
tory of diversity and difference.

The present volume contains sixteen essays divided into two sec-
tions, entitled ‘Juden im Bürgertum’ and ‘Bürger im Judentum’. To
start with, the editors outline the conceptual framework of the vol-
ume. The individual contributions, which cover a broad range of sub-
jects and methods, are held together by a number of things. First,
they address the leading question: ‘to what extent, and how, were
Jews part of German bourgeois society?’ (p. 4). Secondly, they all
attempt to combine research in German-Jewish history with research
on the Bürgertum. Thirdly, the intention in bringing together these
hitherto widely separated fields of research is not ‘to transfer the
results already achieved in research on the Bürgertum to the history
of the Jewish Bürgertum, but to investigate and, if necessary, to ques-
tion the accepted notions of Bürgertum, Bürgerlichkeit, and bourgeois
society’ (p. 5). And finally, the volume aims to illuminate the history
of the German Jews as part of general German history ‘by focusing
on tensions between legal equality and exclusion, and between cul-
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tural homogeneity and self-determination, and on the interaction
between conformity and independence’ (p. 5).

In his introductory essay ‘Von der Eintracht zur Vielfalt: Juden in
der Geschichte des deutschen Bürgertums’, Till van Rahden brings
out the historical dimension of these diverse tensions. Towards the
end of the eighteenth century, when a lively discussion of the ‘bour-
geois improvement of the Jews’ began with Christian Wilhelm
Dohm’s Emanzipationsschrift, the Jews were still living on the fringes
of society as a linguistic, cultural, and economically separate minori-
ty. A few generations later, the majority were already members of the
German bourgeoisie. Integration proceeded step by step, and was
never uncontroversial. Whereas clear divisions existed between Jews
and non-Jews in the first half of the nineteenth century, the differ-
ences became increasingly blurred in the second half. An independ-
ent ‘Jewish subculture (David Sorkin) was increasingly replaced by
‘situative ethnicities’ (Till van Rahden), that is, overlapping and
changing (partial) identities. Van Rahden argues that account must
be taken of this general change in bourgeois society, and in German-
Jewish relations, which were closely associated with it. This means
abandoning the notion of a majority or minority culture for the peri-
od from around 1860. In general, categories such as majority and
minority or assimilation and acculturation should be treated critical-
ly, and the concepts of inclusion and exclusion, tried out in the re-
search on Bürgertum, used instead. This generally convincing argu-
ment leads quite abruptly to the general point that inclusion–exclu-
sion mechanisms should not be understood ‘as a special problem of the
Jewish bourgeoisie. Rather, the tension between universalism and par-
ticularism was characteristic of bourgeois society as a whole’ (p. 23).

Similarly wide-ranging conclusions are drawn by Olaf Blaschke in
his essay on ‘Bürgertum und Bürgerlichkeit im Spannungsfeld des
neuen Konfessionalismus von den 1830er bis zu den 1930er Jahren’.
His starting point is a general criticism of research on Bürgertum,
namely, that it accepts the ideal of national homogeneity, and thus
pays too little attention to confessional oppositions in bourgeois soci-
ety. This explains ‘first why Catholics and Jews “disappeared” from
research on Bürgertum, and secondly, where this was not the case,
why they were analysed only in isolated cases’ (p. 64). And thirdly, it
explains why historiography is dominated by the notion that Jewish
and German history can be juxtaposed ‘as if the non-Jewish Germans
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formed a homogeneous bloc to which one could relate’ (p. 39).
Blaschke finds the idea of ‘contributions to history’, such as ‘the
Jewish contribution to German culture’, or ‘the Jewish contribution to
German science’ equally questionable. ‘Studies which look more
closely at Jewish history within the structure of its non-Jewish envi-
ronment have turned their backs on this classical formula for dealing
with “German-Jewish” history’ (p. 36).

Precisely this is the aim of the contributors to the volume under
review here, as the title makes clear. Thus Ulrich Sieg asks whether,
and under what conditions, Jewish scholars in the humanities were
able to obtain top academic posts during the Kaiserreich. The starting
point of this precise and firmly based investigation is the pre-1914
German university world, ‘which was characterized by clear patterns
of exclusion, and treated the most talented Jewish scholars, in partic-
ular, with anything but justice’ (p. 95). Jewish professors had to pay
a high price for their rise—more, in fact, than they wanted to admit
in their memoirs. Even scholars of the rank of Harry Breslau and
Hermann Cohen were never fully able to overcome their status as
outsiders.

Like Jewish scholars, Jewish big bankers, the subject of Morton
Reitmayer’s investigation, led an existence ‘between separation and
exclusion’ that was quite different from that of their non-Jewish col-
leagues. It is true that bankers did not face the alternative of retain-
ing their Jewish traditions or completely giving up their Jewish iden-
tities. ‘The framework within which they acted in the world they
lived in was much more complex for the historical actors’ (p. 169).
However, ever-present social anti-Semitism considerably reduced
the circles within which they moved.

Just as in the universities and among the upper middle classes,
Jews often faced barriers in the world of Freemasonry. Stefan-Ludwig
Hoffman contributes an illuminating essay on Jews and Freemasons in
the nineteenth century. Initially Freemasons’ lodges excluded Jews.
Restrictions on membership were gradually relaxed, but against the
background of anti-Semitic tendencies in the Kaiserreich, lodges
became increasingly unwelcoming to Jews, thus creating the condi-
tions for the foundation of separate Jewish lodges (the independent
order B’nai B’rith in Germany, the subject of an essay by Andreas
Reinke). Hoffman draws wide-ranging conclusions from his sophisti-
cated empirical analyses without providing further evidence. ‘The ten-
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sion between the claims of common humanity and social exclusivity,
between universalism and particularism, is typical not only of the
notion of Bildung. It takes us to the heart of the modern notion of
Bürgerlichkeit as a system of moral values and practices’ (p. 97).

Insights into completely different worlds are provided by Marline
Otte, Erik Lindner, Richard Mehler, and Michaela Haibl. In her essay
entitled ‘Eine Welt für sich? Bürger im Jargontheater von 1890 bis
1920’, Otte looks at the popular theatre in Berlin. The main focus of
her remarks is the pre-war period. Until 1914, the Hernfelder
Theater, renowned on the Berlin cultural scene at the time, was able
to combine Jewish and general themes in such a way that the foreign
was featured equally with the German on its stage. Before an audi-
ence that was mixed in terms of religion and ethnicity, ‘Jews took liv-
ing their difference within the familiar circle of the family for grant-
ed; they were both human beings and Jews’ (p. 143). After the First
World War the atmosphere was completely different. ‘The leitmotif
of the Jargontheater, community in diversity’ (p. 144), was no longer
able to convince an increasingly polarized audience.

In his essay, ‘Deutsche Juden und die bürgerlich-nationale
Festkultur: Die Schiller- und Fichtefeiern von 1859 und 1862’, Erik
Lindner presents an interesting picture of attempts to integrate on the
part of middle-class Jewish circles. They believed that, ‘in line with
the goals expressed by the Assembly in the Paulskirche, they were
most likely to achieve emancipation in a unified Germany’ (p. 190).
Thus they took an active part in the liberal and national activities of
the non-Jewish middle classes. Richard Mehler investigates ‘Die
Entstehung eines Bürgertums unter den Landjuden in der bay-
erischen Rhön vor dem Ersten Weltkrieg’. He marshals convincing
arguments against the view, widely held by researchers, of rural Jews
as ‘agents of modernity’. ‘This formulation’, he argues, ‘is ambiguous
and, under certain circumstances, can be misleading. If it is intended
to express merely that the Jews brought urban consumer goods and
technical innovations to the country, then there can be no objection.
But if the intention is to suggest that the rural population owed these
acquisitions solely to the Jews, then we must protest’ (p. 216).

Michaela Haibl also registers a protest. Her contribution, ‘Im
Widerschein der Wirklichkeit: Die Verbürgerlichung und Akkultura-
tion deutscher Juden in illustrierten Zeitschriften zwischen 1850 und
1900’ is directed against historians who refuse to use illustrations in
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nineteenth-century magazines as a source for historical research.
Repeatedly expressed doubts as to the authenticity of pictures are
unjustified, she suggests. However ambiguous, the image ‘must be
taken seriously as an authentic contemporary interpretation of the
process of Jewish emancipation and Verbürgerlichung’ (p. 235). In this
way it will be possible, she claims, to expand the source base for
German-Jewish history, and thus to open up new paths for historical
research.

The next seven essays form a separate section, entitled ‘Bürger im
Judentum’. In contrast to the essays discussed so far, which are in the
section ‘Juden im Bürgertum’, they look at intra-Jewish discussions
on the issue of integration. The essay by Andreas Gotzmann, ‘Zwi-
schen Nation und Religion: Die deutschen Juden auf der Suche nach
einer bürgerlichen Konfessionalität’ takes a different approach to the
topic by looking at it from the point of view of religious studies. The
analysis focuses on the debates of the Assembly of German Rabbis
(Versammlung deutscher Rabbiner) in 1844, 1845, and 1846. Gotzmann
concludes that Jews in Germany did not simply react to pressure
from outside, but themselves took an active part in the process of
Verbürgerlichung: ‘All constructs, even the Orthodox ones, attempted
to outline the basic model of a bourgeois confession, that is, a reli-
gious system that consciously worked within a pluralistic framework
and was less and less opposed to the external world. Thus the inten-
tions and paradigms of this new Jewish religion point directly to the
necessary counterpart of a middle-class community with equal
rights, which did not yet actually exist’ (p. 261).

This turn towards the middle-class world had begun much earli-
er, namely, in the decade of upheaval around 1800. At that time
Jewish reform schools were set up in the German language-area.
Simone Lässig’s brilliant essay, ‘Bildung als kulturelles Kapital?
Jüdische Schulprojekte in der Frühphase der Emanzipation’, impres-
sively demonstrates what they meant for the acceptance of Jewish
education and for the transition to a middle-class way of life. Like no
other group in a modernizing society, Jews grasped the chance for
social advancement which education offered. They founded reform
schools to which the underprivileged classes in particular had access.
These schools did not only transmit the elements of a middle-class
education to their pupils, ‘but at the same time made it possible to
acquire as a habit all the basic elements of the middle-class values’
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(p. 287). Thus they prepared the way for the emergence of new forms
of Jewish identity.

Rainer Liedtke shows very clearly that the overwhelming majori-
ty of German Jews were orientated by ‘the majority culture’, and how
much effort they put into achieving ‘integration into society as a
whole’ (p. 299). In his essay, ‘Jüdische Identität im bürgerlichen
Raum: die organisierte Wohlfahrt der Hamburger Juden im 19.
Jahrhundert’, he demonstrates, using the Jewish community in
Hamburg as an example, ‘the significance of welfare organizations
and institutions for the Jewish middle class in its attempts to preserve
Jewish identity while also integrating into non-Jewish society’ (p.
300). Yet it was not only in Hamburg that the Jewish middle class cre-
ated ‘its own, separate bourgeois sphere’ (p. 313) for itself. Jewish
welfare institutions were also set up in other towns. Sometimes they
were closely linked with municipal welfare, as Iris Schröder shows in
her essay, ‘Grenzgängerinnen: Jüdische Sozialreformerinnen in der
Frankfurter Frauenbewegung um 1900’. 

From welfare organizations in the Jewish centres of Hamburg and
Frankfurt, Stefanie Schüler-Springorum takes us to the world of a
successful Jewish businessman in Königsberg. On the basis of Aron
Liebeck’s autobiography, Denken, Wirken, Schaffen (1928), she once
again shows that the established German-Jewish bourgeoisie con-
formed with non-Jewish society while maintaining its independence.
Not only did it retain its religion, but it was also distinguished from
the non-Jewish middle classes by certain attitudes and values. As the
case of Aron Liebeck shows, these included ‘a decidedly liberal polit-
ical attitude sympathetic to the Social Democrats, and perhaps also
an ideal of masculinity that was not orientated by military models’
(p. 392).

While Aron Liebeck showed little awareness of crisis, many of his
co-religionists felt that the Jews in Germany were in a position of
retreat. Martin Liepach’s essay, ‘Das Krisenbewußtsein des jüdischen
Bürgertums in den Goldenen Zwanzigern’, shows how widespread
this feeling was even during the stable phase of the Weimar Republic.
At that time perceptive contemporaries already recognized the extent
of the impact of the changes that were taking place in all areas of
social life. Behind the disintegration of political liberalism, which was
visible to everyone, was hidden the creeping decay of middle-class
values. This announced the end of the bourgeois age. This, at least, is

97

German-Jewish History



how the philosophy professor Julius Goldstein from Darmstadt saw
it. ‘It is a strange paradox’, he wrote in 1927, ‘that the most strongly
developed völkisch type is found among the middle classes. How is it
possible for a class which used the ideas of equality and freedom to
fight for its own emancipation from the Estate-based state to become
untrue to its own past?’ (p. 417). This question runs through the
whole volume. It is the core question in the history of the Bürgertum
between the Enlightenment and National Socialism, and it is, at the
same time, the core question of German-Jewish history in this period.
The two are inextricably intertwined. The most recent research on the
Jewish middle classes in Germany has drawn the necessary conclu-
sions from this.
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