Exploring the ‘Borderland’ – The Legacy of East and East Central European Jewry
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In Cooperation between the Simon Dubnow Institute, the Leonid Nevzlin Research Center for Russian and East European Jewry at the Hebrew University, Jerusalem, and the International Center for Russian and East European Jewish Studies, MoscowIn July 2004, a select group of young scholars in the field of East European Jewish historical studies met at the Simon Dubnow Institute in Leipzig, under the direction and guidance of an international team of coordinators. During the course of an intensive 10-day workshop, the group explored questions in the modern history of the Jews in East and East-Central Europe, including a range of methodological and conceptional issues. 

The „International Young Scholars Forum on East European Jewry” springs from the initiative of the historians Israel Bartal, Oleg Budnitskii, Dan Diner, Zvi Gitelman and Jonathan Frankel. Their aim was to set up an international working group of outstanding doctoral candidates and young post-docs in the field of Jewish history and culture of East and East-Central Europe. This group would then come together annually in an alternating venue for a working confab and forum over several days. The Forum combines an overarching scientific framework with a set of working thematic foci that differ in terms of conception, methodology and content, in keeping with the interests of the participants. At the center of the lens of inquiry here is research on the history of the various Jewries of East-Central and Eastern Europe in a transnational context. The guiding question in such investigation is: to what extent can a specifically Eastern perspective contribute to an understanding of the history of Europe as a whole? At the same time, an effort is made to counter any tendencies toward an approach that isolates its objects of inquiry, either from a Jewish or non-Jewish vantage. The form in which the International Forum approaches these objects of study thus arises quite directly from the thematic conception of the Forum as a whole. If Jewish history is to open a window onto universal history, while extending and transforming our perception of a transnational society of knowledge, this can only succeed within a framework of consistent international cooperation on all levels. 

In its first meeting, the implementation of the concept required emphasis to be put squarely on immediate and direct discursive exchange between the participants, oriented to the individual thematic foci of the 21 participants (8 pre-docs and 13 post-docs). The young scholars presented their projects within four working groups, seeking in discussions to relate their findings and interpretations to the broader questions reaching beyond their individual project focus. Aside from its geographical centering on the historical spaces of East-Central and Eastern Jewries, the Forum was conceived without any further thematic or methodological restrictions. Dividing up into working groups thus served for an intensive exchange on projects with similarities in method or content. In this framework, individual projects were presented in the form of a sketch of the problem, commented on in a small circle. In order to ensure optimal structuring of the discussions, each group was accompanied by one to two Senior Scholars, who also advised the participants on an individual basis. The examination of the individual projects was also supplemented and enriched by a common analysis of current topical controversies in research and a renewed encounter with the ‘classic texts’ in individual subject areas and specialties. 

In order to integrate all participants into discussion on the central questions and findings of the four working groups, one participant from each group gave a short presentation in a plenary session on the work of his or her group and individual project. The group on the early modern period was represented by Konstantin Burmistrov, who gave a paper on the reception of the Kabbalah among the Russian intelligentsia since the 18th century. The group working on Jews in Tsarist Russia was represented by Eugene Avrutin, who analyzed changing Jewish names in the late Czarist Empire. Michael Miller represented the group on ‘Imperial Settings’ with a talk on Theodor Kohn, a Catholic archbishop of Jewish origin in the city of Olmütz in Moravia at the turn of the 19th century. Joshua Karlip discussed the specific questions of the group ‘Socialism & Nationalism in a Multiethnic Environment since World War I.’ Havi Ben-Sasson highlighted the group’s thematic foci in a presentation on the development of Polish-Jewish relations during the Holocaust. 

Concentrated work in the individual groups was supplemented by a number of lectures by internationally distinguished historians to a plenary session of all participants. Dan Diner opened the Forum by a talk on the research profile of the Simon Dubnow Institute against the backdrop of processes of dynamic change in German and European historiography since the watershed year of 1989. He noted the decline in historiographic paradigms geared to the concerns of nation-states in favor of a historiography more oriented to a total European context in the framework of the ongoing process of the unification of Europe. In Diner’s view, the image of a „multifarious unity” of Jewish life-worlds in keeping with such a perspective springs from the context of imperial states during the transition from the pre-modern to modern era. 

In his lecture „East European Jewish Historiography – Paradigmatic Problems”, Jonathan Frankel expanded on Isaiah Berlin’s notion of the historian as some who ‘injects order’ into the ‘complex welter’ of history according to specific selection criteria. In order to grasp Eastern European Jewish history, Frankel reviewed ten historiographic paradigms of the 19th and 20th century, while at the same time laying no claim to completeness in respect to his choice. The arc he sketched led from Heinrich Graetz’s view of history as a Divine Plan to Simon Dubnow’s paradigm of the nation on to theories on modernization and Diaspora studies after World War II. Israel Bartal’s talk on „Language & Community in Eastern Europe. Jewish Bilingualism, 16th–20th Centuries” was encyclopedic in thrust, examining the functions of Yiddish and Hebrew and also non-Jewish Diasporic languages in the dynamics of historical development. He disagreed fundamentally with the stereotypical categorization of Yiddish as a supposedly „secular” language over against the „sacred tongue” of Hebrew. Michael Silber expanded the geographical panorama by extending the compass to include Jewish history in the Habsburg empire, especially Hungary, in his presentation on „Religion, Ethnicity & National Identity in Transformation, 1780–1880.” Proceeding from a microhistorical perspective on the political career of the Orthodox rabbi Akiva Josef Schlesinger, he pointed to a shift in the second half of the 19th century from the traditional religious definition of Jewish identity and belonging to a number of ethnic forms of identification and definition. 

John Klier’s talk on „The Dialogue of Violence. Jewish-Gentile Relationships in the Context of the Pogroms, 1881–1884” presented his most recent research on the controversial question of the political responsibility for the pogroms in Czarist Russia 1881–1884. Utilizing the sociological explanatory model of „ethnic uprising,” he concluded that the collective violence of the pogroms reflected deeply rooted cultural and economic antagonisms between Jews and Gentiles. But he argued that responsibility for the escalation of violence lay with the Czarist government, since it in particular had failed to use its moral authority to protect the Jewish population. In his lecture „Russian Jews between the Reds and the Whites – Civil War Reconsidered,” Oleg Budnitskii dealt with a topic that has to date been neglected by research. He discussed Jewish activists and decision-makers in the Civil War and Jewish support for the „Reds,” building on the new current in the historiography of the early Soviet period which attributes to the Jews a decisive social function in the dynamic of the era. Yfaat Weiss, in her paper „Central European Ethnonationalism and Zionist Bi-Nationalism,” analyzed the politics of the Brit Schalom movement in the 1920s in Palestine. It aimed at a bi-national state of Arabs and Jews in Palestine, while engaging in a mutual willingness to forego full „historical rights.” In her view, this was a conceptual recourse to models of the early inter-war period in East-Central Europe. Arguing more implicitly, Prof. Weiss sketched a possible political perspective for Israel today. 

Gertrud Pickhan, in her „Changing the Context. The ‘Bund’ in Interwar Poland,” viewed the Bund as a movement with multiple anchoring in Jewish culture, the legal framework of the Czarist empire before 1917 and the European workers’ movement. Against the backdrop of this field of tension, she examined the political symbolism of the Bund, its importance for the development of a secular Jewish culture and its political strategy in dealing with the growing wave of anti-Semitism in Poland. A lecture that opened up windows from the vantage of cultural studies was Michael Rothberg’s „Multidirectional Memory of the Holocaust.” He problematized the discussion around the singularity of the Holocaust and its memory vis-à-vis other genocides in history. As an illustration of this thesis, Rothberg examined the film „Chronicle of a Summer” by Jean Rouch, which mirrors the high point of French colonialism in Algeria in 1959, along with numerous allusions to the Holocaust, such as concentration camps as well as the resistance of the victims. 

Another working form of the International Forum consisted of the various workshops, oriented to praxis and differentiated by country focus. These explored questions of archival research and source criticism. An Archive Workshop, divided into three groups focusing on Poland, Russia and Austria/Hungary, looked at practical and methodological problems of archival research. Two workshops on sources included Israel Bartal’s talk on the interpretation of pinkasim (Jewish communal record books) from Poland-Lithuania from the 16th down to the early 20th century, while Oleg Budnitskii’s discussion dealt with the Moscow archival holdings on Jewish parties in the Civil War. An interdisciplinary seminar led by Ashraf Noor entitled „Close Reading Historiography & Ethnography: Cassirer, Geertz & de Certeau” offered an opportunity to explore aspects of the theory of history and methodological approaches to the individual topics. Finally, Israel Bartal, Oleg Budnitskii and Dan Diner moderated a discussion on problems of the organization of the sciences entitled „From Thesis to Tenure? Questions, Problems and some Solutions.” 

Even if the 10-day encounter was devoted primarily to an intensive discussion of topics and themes, there was also an opportunity to become familiar with the scientific resources of the city of Leipzig. The participants had a chance to explore and do research in the holdings on the shelves of the Dubnow Institute library, the university library Albertina and the Deutsche Bücherei, or visit one of the archives in Leipzig. The group around Michael Silber, for example, utilized this time in order in the Albertina to sift through and peruse rare publications of the Haskala, such as Mendelssohn’s periodical Kohelet Musar. 

In addition to the intensive scholarly discussion and encounter, the Forum participants also had an opportunity to take part in a variety of free-time activities in and outside the city of Leipzig. A local tour entitled „Jewish History – Leipzig History” through the center of old Leipzig, an excursion to the famous Völkerschlacht monument nearby and to Berlin, dedicated to „Places of Remembrance,” enriched the program. The participants utilized the summer festival in the Botanical Garden of the University of Leipzig for extended conversation and exchange in a more unofficial and relaxed frame. 

Of special importance for the conception of future encounters within the frame of the International Young Scholars Forum on East European Jewry was the evaluation of the first meeting in Leipzig, as reflected in the summaries of the study groups and the concluding panel discussion. Criticism from the participants was as diverse as it was constructive. They regarded the intensive thematic and methodological exchange in the four study groups as an inspiring experience, since it was possible there to reflect on concrete approaches in research and to develop them further. Several participants suggested it would be useful to sharpen the focus of the work of the individual groups chronologically, geographically and in terms of topics and themes. They also stressed the importance of finding solutions to the problem of thematic overlapping by introducing a flexible mode of participation in various groups. 

In particular, the rich diversity of the lectures, workshops and seminars found a positive echo. Lectures and other forms of encounter that dealt with questions overarching several topics or explored aspects of textual criticism and methodology were considered especially valuable and stimulating. In order to strengthen the evolving interdisciplinary dimensions of the Forum, it was suggested that in future the International Forum should be expanded by including experts from anthropology, literary and cultural studies. Since many participants did not only come to learn but also represented various universities and research institutes, they proposed there should in future be a Roundtable on Teaching in order to discuss how to use multimedia and to stimulate reflection on the broader field of Jewish Studies. The spirited final discussion made one shared wish very clear: the great interest of the participants in meeting in the coming year in another chosen venue – in order to continue exchange of ideas on the individual projects and engage in further professional discussion. 

The 10-day encounter had begun under the title „Exploring the ‘Borderland’ – The Legacy of East and East Central European Jewry.” As it concluded, it was abundantly clear that the Jewries in East and East-Central Europe, in their respective social context, did not by any means live in some sort of „borderland” or marginalized space. Rather, they occupied a central position in European history. The further meetings of the International Forum will serve to deepen and strengthen this awareness in historical research. 
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