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RAINER LIEDTKE, Jewish Welfare in Hamburg and Manchester, c. 1850-
1914, Oxford Historical Monographs (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998),
viii + 266 pp. ISBN 0 19 820723 9. £40.00

Comparative studies that go beyond the national context are extremely
rare in Jewish historiography.1 For this reason alone, the monograph by
Rainer Liedtke stands out. The Jewish communities in the two cities
were sustained by various welfare establishments at corporate and
community level, and in the form of private and individual initiatives
which gave rise to a lively system of associations. These were exclusively
Jewish enterprises, run entirely by and for Jews. Thus activities in the
welfare sphere helped to maintain a Jewish identity and a sense of
belonging together. The author’s main question is whether retention of
a separate Jewish welfare system once Jews had been given the same
legal status as the Christian majority promoted the further integration
of the Jewish minorities into German or British society, or impeded it.

Liedtke does not spend long explaining how he came to select these
two cities. In the nineteenth century both Hamburg and Manchester
had Jewish communities whose histories are well documented. No
further justification is required, he claims, adding that trying to find
some sort of ‘comparability’ beyond purely technical issues often
hinders comparative studies. First he traces the general development of
the two cities in the nineteenth century and sketches the history of the
Jewish minority in each. This is followed by a detailed description of
Jewish welfare at community level, and then a chapter on co-operation

1 Christhard Hoffmann, ‘“Ostjuden” in Westeuropa: Großbritannien und
Deutschland im Vergleich (1881-1914)’, in Alexander Demandt (ed.), Mit
Fremden leben. Eine Kulturgeschichte von der Antike bis zur Gegenwart (Munich,
1995), pp. 200-219, is an exception for Britain and Germany. In addition there
are essay collections in which individual contributions examine the develop-
ment and historical experiences of Jewish communities and Jews in various
countries. For the period of emancipation, an example is Pierre Birnbaum
and Ira Katznelson (eds), Paths of Emancipation. Jews, States and Citizenship
(Princeton, 1995). The same concept was explored from a comparative angle
at a conference on Jewish histories in Britain and Germany held in Cambridge
in 1997. The conference proceedings have been published as M. Brenner, R.
Liedtke, and D. Rechter (eds), co-ordinated by Werner E. Mosse, Two
Nations. British and German Jews in Comparative Perspective (Tübingen, 1999).
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between the Jewish and municipal welfare institutions. Schools and
hospitals had far greater physical presence than the abstract care for the
needy administered by committees, and they were therefore of particular
symbolic significance for the Jewish minority. Their concrete existence
represented continuity and achievement, and a separate chapter is
devoted to them. In the 1880s a mass emigration and an exodus set in
from eastern Europe to the New World. Since Hamburg was the second
largest German port after Bremen many passed through it, while
Manchester was the destination of many immigrants. The Jewish
community in Britain increased threefold between 1880 and 1914 as a
result of immigration from eastern Europe, and the sixth chapter of the
book deals with the reaction of the Jewish minorities and the welfare
institutions to this influx, and the transformations of the Jewish com-
munities it caused. A separate chapter is devoted to women’s
involvement in Jewish welfare. This section does not deal with women
as carers, or look at their everyday, practical worries, but presents
examples of enterprises led by women in each of the two cities. The
study concludes with an analysis of support projects which were
constituted as societies and based on private initiatives outside the
established community agencies. In the case of Manchester Liedtke
shows the particular significance of projects of this sort initiated by
nouveau riche immigrants from eastern Europe for their compatriots. He
argues convincingly that this was a way of asserting themselves along-
side and against the established Anglo-Jewish élite, which did not open
its doors to ‘newcomers’ from eastern Europe until the inter-war period,
and of gaining status and respect.

The Jewish community in Hamburg was descended from Sephardim
expelled from the Iberian peninsular at the end of the fifteenth century,
some of whom had settled in Hamburg. They came as conversos,
nominal Catholics, and took some time fully to rediscover their Jewish
origin and tradition. This naturally delayed the establishment of a
community. None the less, by the second half of the seventeenth century
the Jewish community numbered 600 members. The first Ashkenazim
went to Altona at the end of the sixteenth century. In 1671 the neigh-
bouring Jewish communities in Altona, Hamburg, and Wandsbek were
amalgamated into a Dreigemeinde and subjected to the Rabbinical law of
Altona. The legal status of the Hamburg Jews was defined by the Juden-
reglement of 1710. According to this they could settle only in certain parts
of the city and were obliged to take care of their own poor. In return the
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Jewish community was granted far-reaching autonomy as far as
regulating its own internal affairs was concerned, and it had the right
to deny membership of the community to undesirables. By the beginning
of the nineteenth century Hamburg’s Jewish community had grown to
6,300. It was the largest in the German-speaking area, with Jews con-
stituting about 6 per cent of the population.2

In contrast to Hamburg, the Jewish community in Manchester did
not start to emerge until the early nineteenth century. Around 1800 there
were only a handful of Jews in the city. In the following years the Jewish
minority grew as a result of German-Jewish immigrants arriving in
search of greater economic freedoms and opportunities than were
available where they were born. In 1815 the Jewish community in
Manchester numbered 150; at this time there was a total of 25,000 Jews
in England, of whom 15,000 lived in London.

Jewish emancipation took a completely different course in the two
cities. In Hamburg there was a lengthy struggle in which rights were
granted and then (partially) withdrawn. Eventually, in 1860, a new
constitution separated civil rights from religious affiliation and gave
Jews the same legal status as the Christian majority. The majority of
English Jews, on the other hand, took no part in the debate about Jewish
emancipation. This was considered a matter for the élite, because
discrimination against Jews was largely restricted to the political sphere,
the right to vote and be elected at both local and national level, and
exclusion from the universities of Oxford and Cambridge. In 1835 Jews
in England finally gained the right to vote, and ten years later they were
permitted to hold local government office. In 1858, finally, Baron Lionel
de Rothschild entered Parliament as the first Jewish MP. In 1871 the
Jewish minority in Manchester numbered about 3,500, more than a
third of whom had been born in Russia or Poland.

In Hamburg at this time there were around 14,000 Jews. Since the
beginning of the seventeenth century the Jewish minority in Hamburg
had established various welfare institutions, the earliest being an
orphanage, a hospital, and a poorhouse. From 1865 the Jewish com-
munity was no longer legally obliged to take care of its own poor and
sick. In Manchester this had never been the case, nor had Jews ever been

2 By comparison, around 3,000 Jews lived in Berlin at this time, accounting for
just under 2 per cent of the population.
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forced to join the Jewish community, an obligation which was abolished
in Hamburg in 1867.

As the author shows, changes in the legal status of Hamburg Jews in
the 1860s, specifically the fact that the Deutsch-Israelitische Gemeinde
(DIG) no longer had to provide a separate welfare system for Jews, by
no means caused the DIG to reduce, let alone stop, its activities in this
sphere. For decades the administration of welfare was in the hands of
the Israelitische Armenanstalt, founded in 1818 under the auspices of the
Armen-Collegium. A statute of 1846 established the Armenanstalt’s spheres
of activity: (1) financially to support the registered poor, (2) to provide
financial and material support for people temporarily in need, and (3)
to care for orphans and children who had no one to look after them.
Those applying for and receiving support were visited regularly by
supervisors from the Armenanstalt who formed an impression of their
living conditions, and especially of the extent of their need. The DIG did
not develop its own form of welfare system, but adopted the organization
and structure of the local welfare establishment, the Allgemeine
Armenanstalt, as its model. The Israelitische Armenanstalt had several
departments, some of which had been founded independently and
were gradually integrated. Rainer Liedtke points out that in the first
half of the nineteenth century, before Jews had acquired equal legal
status, the granting of aid was frequently linked to conditions in
keeping with the demands constantly made by the majority society that
the Jewish community become ‘better citizens’. This clearly reflected
the work of the Armenanstalt’s Vorschuß-Institut, which had originated
in a group of wealthy community members who thought that giving
loans to poor Jews in Hamburg would prevent them from having to beg
on the streets of the city. The Institut’s express aim was to prevent
poverty rather than to alleviate its symptoms. Those applying for loans
had a good chance if, like artisans and labourers, for example, they were
engaged in ‘useful activities’. Anyone who had made their way in
commerce was not considered. Thus it becomes clear that the Jewish
community made use of the administrative means at its disposal to
change the occupational structure of the Jewish minority. Not until the
Hamburg Jews had become emancipated was this principle abandoned.

The Jewish community in Manchester in the first half of the nineteenth
century was still small, and, because it had not been in existence very
long by comparison with the one in Hamburg, had not yet developed
a far-reaching welfare system. None the less, from 1826 onwards the
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Manchester Hebrew Philanthropic Society of the Old Hebrew Congre-
gation took care of the basic needs of the poor, widows, orphans, the old,
and the sick. In the 1860s more Jewish immigrants from eastern Europe
came to the city and in the years that followed there was a dramatic
increase in the number of welfare cases. There was a desperate need to
relieve the Philanthropic Society and to put welfare on a new organ-
izational footing commensurate with the changed situation. The Man-
chester Jewish Board of Guardians (MJBG) was therefore founded in
1867, modelled on the London Jewish Board of Guardians dating from
1859. Its task was to take over care of the poor from the Old Hebrew
Congregation. The only responsibilities the Manchester Hebrew Phil-
anthropic Society retained were to provide help for Passover, for which
there are special dietary requirements, and to subsidize other costs
incurred as a result of religious stipulations.

In the early 1860s the Hamburg Senate set about amending the law
to grant the Hamburg Jews complete legal equality. Various groups
from the Jewish minority were involved in the preparations for this by
submitting petitions proposing changes. A fierce debate developed
within the Jewish minority as to whether a separate Jewish welfare
system should be retained. As Liedtke demonstrates, this debate provides
an insight into the significance of welfare provision for the self-image
and identity of the Jewish minority in Hamburg. A minority of the
congregation’s elders were in favour of disbanding the DIG, but had no
objections to retaining a separate welfare system. Most, however, took
the view that a separate Jewish welfare system was essential for
organized Jewish life to continue. The Senate eventually decided that
every inhabitant of the city had the right to turn to the Allgemeine
Armenanstalt, and made it illegal for Jews to be forced to use a separate
welfare system. At the same time, however, the DIG was encouraged to
continue to provide for needy Jews on a voluntary basis. Thus the work
of the DIG continued. At the same time numerous independent welfare
establishments developed, whose work was co-ordinated, from 1910
onwards, by the Kommission für das Wohlfahrtswesen.

In both Hamburg and Manchester attempts were made to prevent
Jews, regardless of their legal entitlement, from becoming a ‘burden’ on
public welfare and thus on the tax-payer. The MJBG pursued a dual
strategy. At committee meetings it constantly stressed the right of Jews,
as citizens with equal rights, to claim state aid. In practice, however,
whenever it heard of Jews going into the local poorhouse, all cases were
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checked and attempts made to have them transferred to the Jewish
welfare system. This was not a rule, however, and if a Jew in the local
poorhouse turned out to be a hopeless case, support was restricted to
the provision of kosher food. Nor did the MJBG have any qualms about
putting pressure on those claiming financial support if they refused to
accept the MJBG’s conditions. They pointed out that under English
Poor Law anyone who could not look after themselves and relied on
state aid had to go to the poorhouse. Liedtke describes the case of a
woman who claimed weekly support from the Guardians in Manchester
while her husband was in Brixton prison. She was granted financial aid
only on condition that her son undertake training stipulated by the
MJBG. As she refused, however, all her support was withdrawn and she
had to go to the local poorhouse. This measure enabled the MJBG to
decide on the young man’s future without the mother’s interference.

Training and education of the young generation was considered to
be particularly important as it could pave the way into society and
provide the basis for a career that would bring advancement and
recognition by the Christian community. The example from Manchester
shows just how far Jews were prepared to go to acquire what was
regarded as an adequate education for a young person. In 1816 the
Israelitische Freischule was founded in Hamburg, the first institution to
educate lower-class Jewish boys in secular subjects, with particular
emphasis on teaching the German language. This was soon followed by
the Talmud Tora, which in 1822 first employed a Christian to teach
German, and extended its curriculum to include the natural sciences,
geography, and history. Liedtke traces the rapid changes in the Jewish
school system from the 1920s onwards, a period in which the two Jewish
girls’ schools introduced subjects other than house-keeping. The director
of the Freischule, Anton Rée, went considerably further in his attempts
to promote integration into Christian society. He successfully proposed
the idea that the school should admit non-Jewish pupils, for whom a
special scholarship fund was set up. All in all, the role of Hebrew lessons
and instruction in the Jewish religion diminished in the schools, becoming
more a private affair taking place on Sundays and in the afternoons.

Manchester Jews’ School, founded in 1842, provided needy pupils
with free school equipment and clothes, and had a soup kitchen to
dispense school meals and milk. For the pupils in question, however,
this was a somewhat ambivalent experience. Based on reports by
former pupils, Liedtke shows that no attempt was made to improve the
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lot of those receiving alms by allowing them a certain degree of privacy
and discretion. On the contrary, at the beginning of the school year they
all had to stand in front of the class, with the result that a stigma became
attached to receiving assistance. The declared aim of the school was to
raise the children of poor immigrants out of the lowly and dependent
circumstances in which their parents lived, and to stop them from being
so visibly different from English children. For this reason the teaching
of English, and of English history and geography, was central to the
curriculum. Liedtke’s book gives the impression that the benevolence
practised in this way by the Anglo-Jewish élite was almost part of the
education process, as it created a determination no longer to have to rely
on alms.

At the Freischule members of the Israelitischer Frauenverein zur Beklei-
dung armer Knaben saw to it that the pupils were properly dressed for
school. From 1853 onwards the Ladies Clothing Society fulfilled the
same function in Manchester. Women, in any case, were ‘of great
importance for the Jewish welfare system in Hamburg and Manchester’,
as the author states at the beginning of his chapter on ‘Female Spheres
and Recognition: Jewish Women’s Involvement in Welfare’ (p. 164).
This is initially a somewhat surprising statement since the six preceding
chapters have dealt almost exclusively with men. This may be because
Liedtke set the topic aside for a separate chapter. But it also derives from
the fact that the author, as indicated in his introduction, largely excludes
the sphere of everyday life, where it was mainly women who did the
housework and cared for the old and sick. These women were, however,
fairly low down on the social ladder. Liedtke is more interested in the
organized welfare system, and in those who ran and financed it. In both
cities this was the Jewish middle class. The very wealthy, incidentally,
were hardly involved, except to make occasional donations. Chapter
Seven therefore deals with associations in which women were not only
involved, but were also leaders and directors. In 1893 the Israelitischer-
humanitärer Frauen-Verein (IhFV) was founded and soon became one of
the most important female organizations in the Jewish welfare system.
Its particular concerns were women, young mothers, and children. In
1911 it set up a rest home for mothers with young children, and worked
closely with the home for Jewish girls, opened in 1908, whose aim was
to protect young women from social decline and prostitution. According
to the IhFV’s statutes only women could be on its board. Men were
permitted only to be ex officio members. There was a noticeable eman-
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cipatory approach on the part of these women who sought to make their
mark as women working within the Jewish community. As Sidonie
Werner, ‘mother’ of the girls’ home and founding member of the IhFV,
put it, the Verein sought to instil a ‘Jewish-social mentality’ in women by
showing them that they were ‘part of a living (Jewish) organism’ (pp.
166 ff.).

In Manchester the Jewish Ladies Visiting Association (JLVA), founded
in 1884, was the most important women’s organization in the welfare
sector. Its role-model was the Manchester and Salford Ladies’ Public
Health Society, whose aim was to increase knowledge about hygiene
and to improve general morals and religiosity. Consequently the JLVA,
unlike the IhFV in Hamburg, did not work in institutions but visited
families regularly in their homes in those areas of the city inhabited by
Russian immigrants. It must be said, however, that the ladies employed
a woman for this; they rarely visited these families themselves. Attempts
to introduce young women to English culture by means of organized
trips to galleries or concerts followed by tea were not particularly
successful.

In both Hamburg and Manchester, alongside the major welfare
institutions run by the congregation, or, in the case of Manchester, one
of the larger synagogues, there were numerous private initiatives and
self-help groups. In Hamburg these ranged from organizations providing
funeral expenses and compensation for loss of earnings during the
seven-day period of mourning (Shiwa), to associations caring for the
sick, providing meals for travellers on the Sabbath, finding jobs, and
holding lotteries to generate dowries for young women without means.

In the case of Manchester the numerous associations of east European
immigrants deserve particular mention, though unfortunately, as Liedtke
complains, very little material on them has survived. The Manchester
Jews’ Benevolent Society is the only one whose achievements can be
traced. The society was founded in 1905 as the Russian Jews’ Benevolent
Society. It changed its name six years later, but continued to work
mainly in the immigrant milieu. The MJBS initially concentrated on
giving interest-free loans and on distributing kosher food for Passover.
In the context of discussing assistance for needy pupils, reference was
made to the MJBG’s lack of sensitivity. Similarly, Liedtke shows why the
MJBS was far more popular with Russian Jews than the Anglo-Jewish
élite. Unlike the MJBG, the MJBS made no attempt to Anglicize Russian-
speaking Jews. While applicants to the MJBG had to appear before a

Jewish Welfare



44

commission composed exclusively of English-speaking, acculturized
members of the established community, anyone seeking a loan from the
MJBS was visited at home by a Russian-speaking, relatively Orthodox
member of the society. Liedtke cites numerous immigrants who
complained bitterly about their humiliating experiences with the MJBG.
Involvement in the welfare sphere was an important means by which
nouveau riche immigrants could gain recognition by working in their
own milieu. A desire to climb the social ladder motivated many to work
in this sphere. The author uses the example of Eli Fox from Kamenetz
in Poland to show that the Anglo-Jewish élite was slow to open its doors
to the upwardly mobile from the immigrant milieu. For decades Fox
was involved in all sorts of organizations that formed part of Russian-
Jewish self-help projects, and was, amongst other things, Vice President
of the Talmud Tora. It was not until the First World War that he joined the
Manchester Shechita Board, his first appointment outside the immigrant
community.

In the nineteenth century the Jewish communities in Hamburg and
Manchester supported complex welfare systems that were becoming
increasingly professional. Welfare work played a crucial role in sustaining
and re-defining the Jewish identity in the post-emancipatory period. It
increased the feeling of belonging together and provided a way of being
occupied in a ‘Jewish’ manner that was viewed positively by the wider
public. In both cities, but especially in Hamburg, it is clear that the
Jewish minority regarded caring for ‘their poor’ as an important way in
which they could contribute to recognition and emancipation. As
Liedtke stresses repeatedly, during the emancipation process it was the
critics of the Jewish community, of all people, those who were always
accusing the Jews of ‘clannishness’, who presented the Jewish welfare
system as something especially positive and laudable. It does not seem
to have occurred to either Jewish or non-Jewish contemporaries that by
deliberately supporting a separate Jewish welfare system they were
perpetuating social division between Jews and Gentiles in this sphere.
The system was retained and expanded, the author concludes, in the
firm, but false, belief that it was a way of promoting Jewish integration
into society.

Rainer Liedtke has written a thorough and detailed study of the
Jewish welfare system whose comparative approach is innovative.
However, its richness of detail is also its weakness. For example, when
dealing with the various organizations and societies the author includes
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all the data on members and increases and decreases in membership
subscriptions in the text. Liedtke would have been doing his readers a
favour if he had restricted himself to assessing relative developments,
and added a brief statistical appendix at the end. His presentation of the
discussion within the MJBG for and against a separate Jewish hospital
in Manchester reveals a similar sort of problem. The arguments, which
went on for years, are reproduced on more than five pages, regardless
of whether anything new was being said, or whether someone was
simply repeating what had already been said (and quoted) on another
page. The question arises as to whether it would not have been better to
summarize the arguments and only to introduce new discussants if
they really had something new to say, or if their contribution was of
particular importance because of their position within the Jewish
community. All this detracts from the book’s readability and can
sometimes make it very dry. It is irritating that when dealing with the
Jewish hospital in Hamburg the author describes Heinrich Heine as a
‘converted Jew’ (p. 127). Liedtke here quotes the poet’s well-known
complaint that Judaism was a ‘plague’, a ‘thousand-year family sickness’
which the Jews had had to bear since their exile in Egypt, and which a
hospital could not cure. As we know, Heinrich Heine was baptized, like
many others for whom baptism was the only way of being accepted by
Christian society. Thus he was a Christian of Jewish origin, but no
longer a Jew. To describe his as a ‘converted/baptized Jew’ is to adopt
the contemporary perspective of the Christian majority society from
which Heine suffered all his adult life. This is an unnecessary, careless
mistake, a cause of irritation when reading this informative monograph.

SUSANNE TERWEY is working on a Ph.D. on ‘The Combination of
Anti-Semitism with Germanophobia in Britain, 1900-1918’ at the Simon
Dubnow Institute for Jewish History and Culture in Leipzig.
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