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Accidental Insiders and Permanent Outsiders?
Heinrich Graetz, the father of Jewish modern historiography, believed that suﬀering and intellectual achievements constituted the two most important aspects of the
history of the Jewish Diaspora. Rejection, a lack of sense
of belonging, and a feeling of being disliked or even hated
contributed greatly to Jewish suﬀering. Consequently, a
bibliography concerning Jews as outsiders trying to tear
the walls of religious, racial, political, and cultural intolerance has been growing quickly for a long time.

Reuven Rubin.” Leon Volovici–an alumnus of the University of Jassy, a Romanian expert of Yad Vashem, and
currently at the Vidal Sassoon International Center for
the Study of Antisemitism at the Hebrew University–
describes a dramatic aachment of a Jewish writer to
a Romanian radical nationalist Nae Ionescu in “Mihail
Sebastian: A Jewish Writer and His (Antisemitic) Master.” e ﬁnal essay in this ﬁrst part, “Insiders/Outsiders:
Poles and Jews in Recent Polish Jewish Fiction and Autobiography,” is coauthored by Karen Auerbach (an applied
research scholar in the Center for Advanced Holocaust
Studies at the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum) and by
Antony Polonsky (one of the most important experts on
Polish Jewish history and the editor of the invaluable
series Polin: Studies in Polish Jewry). It oﬀers a useful review of several books but concentrates on Henryk
Grynberg’s Memorbuch (2000), Joanna Olczak-Roniker’s
In the Garden of Memory (2003), and Krzysztof Teodor
Toeplitz’s e Toeplitz Family: Book of My Father (2004).

e book under review, a recent valuable addition to
this bibliography, developed out of a conference, “Insiders, Outsiders and Modern East European Jewry.” Held
in January 2006 at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem,
it honored the work of Ezra Mendelsohn, an expert on
the modern history of East European Jews. e book,
divided into four parts, includes twelve essays preceded
with the brilliant “Reﬂections on Insiders and Outsiders:
A General Introduction.” Its author, Steven E. Aschheim,
a renowed professor of the Hebrew University and a top
specialist on German-Jewish history, reviews theories on
e second part, “Acculturation, Assimilation, and
insiders and outsiders as social categories and applies Identity,” includes three essays.
In “Negotiating
them to the Jews.
Czechoslovakia: e Challenges of Jewish Citizenship in
e ﬁrst part, “Insider/Outsider: e Cultural Co- a Multiethnic Nation-State,” Hillel J. Kieval, a professor
nundrum,” includes ﬁve essays. e opening text, “e of Jewish history and thought at Washington University
Project of Jewish Culture and Its Boundaries–Insiders in St. Louis, depicts identity problems and strategies of
and Outsiders” by Richard I. Cohen, the chair in French Czech and Slovak Jews. In “e Debate over Assimilation
Jewry Studies at the Hebrew University, discusses the in Late Nineteenth-Century Lwów,” Rachel Manekin, an
“boundaries enclosing Jewish culture” and summarizes assistant professor of Jewish history at the University of
Mendelsohn’s most important works and arguments de- Maryland, concentrates on the pro-Polish integrationist
voted to this issue (p. 17). In the second essay, Zvi groups in Galicia. Finally, in “e Culture of EthnoJagendorf, a professor emeritus of English and theater Nationalism and the Identity of Jews in Inter-War Poland:
at the Hebrew University, analyzes Itzik Manger’s and Some Responses to ’the Aces of Purebred Race,”’ Joanna
Avot Yeshurun’s poetry, looking for their understanding B. Michlic, the director of the Project on Families, Chilof home and homecoming. Amitai Mendelsohn, a doc- dren and the Holocaust at Hadassah-Brandeis Institute at
toral student in art history at the Ben-Gurion University, Brandeis University, writes about defensive strategies of
devotes his essay to Reuven Rubin’s paintings in “Agony assimilated Polish Jews and cultural Jewish nationalists
and Resurrection: e Figure of Jesus in the Work of against militant and exclusivist Polishness. She builds
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her argument on the examples of Julian Tuwim, one of Jews. Some other contributions are microstudies, such
the most outstanding Polish poets, and Samuel Jacob Im- as Mendelsohn’s essay on Rubin’s ﬁgure of Jesus. e
ber, a less-known Polish Jewish writer.
laer text represents contributions that are very loosely
e third part, “Inclusion/Exclusion: Society and Pol- linked to the main topic of the book. Some other works,
itics,” also oﬀers three essays. In his brilliant “Urban Soci- such as Jagendor’s essay on Manger and Yeshurun are
ety, Popular Culture, Participatory Politics: On the Cul- closely connected to the essence of the “Insider/Outsider”
ture of Modern Jewish Politics,” Sco Ury, a postdoctoral problem. Several chapters, like the works of Ury and
fellow in Tel Aviv University’s Department of Jewish Wisse, present an argument; others, like the essay about
History, argues that the “explosion” of the Jewish press Czernowitz, are more descriptive than analytical. Some
and the Jewish theater at the beginning of the twentieth contributions, such as the text of Frankel and Manekin’s
century changed East European Jewish societies forever, thesis about assimilation in Lvov, return to topics distriggered the birth of “modern Jewish politics,” and con- cussed many times before. Yet some chapters, such as
tributed to the formation of the modern Jewish nation. In Wisse’s essay on informers, are devoted to issues rarely
“e ’Non-Jewish Jews’ Revisited: Solzhenitsyn and the discussed.
Issue of National Guilt,” the late Jonathan Frankel, the
Most essays published in the book under review are
author of several classic works on Russian Jewry, dis- very convincing; yet, some do provoke questions and
cusses Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s Dvesti let vmeste (Two doubts. e essay about Mihail Sebastian is fascinating
hundred years together [2002-2003]). It “can be read, in- but its main question–how was it possible that a Jewish
ter alia, as a bill of indictment against the Jewish peo- liberal writer was so aached to a Romanian chauvinple” (p. 166), but Frankel goes beyond it and takes the ist and radical right ideologue?–remains, in my opinion,
Solzhenitsyn book as a point of departure for some re- unanswered. When Sebastian’s novel For Two ousand
ﬂections on the participation of Jews in the Russian rev- Years appeared in 1934 with “an appallingly antisemitic
olutionary movement and the Bolshevik party. Finally, in preface by Ionescu,” did it happen with the approval of
“e Jewish Informer as Extortionist and Idealist,” Ruth Sebastian (p. 60)? Or was it a kind of a violation of copyR. Wisse, who teaches Yiddish and comparative litera- rights with the introduction being added without Sebasture at Harvard University, shows two diﬀerent kinds of tian’s knowledge? Does the Sebastian-Ionescu relationJewish informers. Pey denunciators of the early mod- ship “resemble that between Maurycy Golieb and Jan
ern era were motivated by greed or personal vengance Matejko” (p. 58)? It is surprising that the text on reand were not dangerous to the survival of Jewish com- cent Polish Jewish ﬁction and autobiography ignores the
munities, but ideologically motivated Haskalah activists works of Hanna Krall and Agata Tuszyńska’s Rodzinna
or Jewish Communists could be very dangerous to the Historia Lęku (A family history of fear [2005]), one of the
traditional Jewish way of life.
most important testimonies on the Polish Jewish experie last and fourth part of the book consists of two es- ence aer World War II. Also, several books about or by
says. Was Czernowitz, the capital of Habsburg Bukovina, Marek Edelman would be appropriate here.
really so good to the Jews?–asks David Rechter, a univere most surprising element in the entire volume
sity research lecturer in Oriental studies at the University is Zalkin’s understanding of Czesław Miłosz, who, alof Oxford, in “A Jewish El Dorado? Myth and Politics in legedly, believed that “in other words, the entire conHabsburg Czernowitz.” His answer is a qualiﬁed yes. An- cept of a Polish Wilno was based on religious and culother question is asked in “Wilno/Vilnius/Vilne: Whose tural perceptions, on an unrealistic image, a dream. DisCity Is It Anyway?” by Mordechai Zalkin, an associate count the Stefan Batory University and the Matka Boska
professor in the Department of Jewish History at the Ben- Ostrobramska (the Church of Our Lady of the Gate of the
Gurion University of the Negev. is piece analyzes the Dawn, one of the most popular Marian shrines of eastern
meaning of Vilna to Poles, Lithuanians, and Jews.
Europe) and there is no longer a Polish Wilno” (p. 222).
e most striking character feature of this collection
Intellectual provocations and controversal and new
is its diversity. Some essays are devoted to large phenom- interpretations are very important, especially if they
ena, like Ury’s text on the transformation of Jewish pol- come together with solid scholarship. is is the case
itics at the beginning of the twentieth century, Frankel’s of the book under review, which is a must read for evessay on the participation of Jews in communism, or erybody interested in the assimilation of East European
Kieval’s thesis on the strategies of the Czechoslovak Jews.

2

H-Net Reviews

If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the list discussion logs at:
hp://h-net.msu.edu/cgi-bin/logbrowse.pl.
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