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Preface

of the “Science of Judaism” as a scientific discipline and the socio-political
position of its founders are intertwined and they are viewed here as two faces
of a single viewpoint. By the same token, the historiographical outlook of
the members of the Verein construes Jewish and general history as forming a
unity. As Leopold Zunz wrote: “General history and inner [Jewish] history,
as sisters, will cling to each other, support one another, and translate one
another.”

The Science of Judaism has been depicted as following the goal of
destroying and liquidating living Judaism. This view is opposed here. This
book presents the founders of the Science of Judaism as proposing the critical
study of the Jewish texts as the way for Jews to cope with the demands of
modern times. It would seem that today this once marginal view has made its
way to center stage.

I grew up and studied in a kibbutz of Hashomer Hatzair. The biblical
prophets offering admonition or consolation were a part of the curriculum, as
were works considered as “secular,” namely, those of the medieval Golden
Age and of the Haskalah (Jewish Enlightenment). By contrast, the works
of Rabbinic Judaism that were considered “religious” (Mishna, Talmud,
responsa, Hasidic literature, etc.) were shut and closed to us and we lacked
the tools (language, concepts, etc.) to acquaint ourselves with them. For me,
as for many others, the route to these texts passed through the Science of
Judaism.
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Preface

This book, The Verein: Pioneers of the Science of Judaism in Germany, is
about an episode in Jewish history that was seemingly marginal, but in fact
marked a revolutionary turn in Jewish history and thought. This is the story
of a small group of young people, visionaries and revolutionaries, who,
in November 1819, established in Berlin the “Verein [Association] for the
Culture and Science of Judaism,” which operated until the summer of 1824,
Like many Jewish intellectuals, the members of the Verein found themselves
in the dilemma of emancipation: how to reconcile their aspiration to become
fully integrated in the countries in which they lived with the will to preserve
the existence and distinctiveness of Judaism. In the spirit of the times they
declared that their goal was to realize both the freedom of the Jews and the
freedom of Judaism. The former, the freedom of the Jews, they sought to
promote in the form of an equality of civil rights, which was to be achieved
by a civil society struggling for its own freedom. The latter, the freedom
of Judaism, they wished to realize by creating a “Science of Judaism” that
would depict Judaism as one of the pillars of European culture and would
represent it in the public sphere, thereby reintegrating Judaism in world
history. By presenting Jews as a people among peoples, they intended to
ensure the continued existence of Judaism in the post-emancipation era. In
their vision, civil society and science embody the same “general” place in
which the different entities exist in their specificity, thereby realizing the
liberal idea of citizenship.

The modern “Science of Judaism” proclaimed a revolution in the self-
perception of Judaism. From a normative system of laws and ways of life
prescribed by halakha, Judaism was to become a culture, embodied in the
Jewish literary creation in all genres throughout history. It is the experience of
existing as a minority that led the persons studied in this book to their critical
position in both the socio-political sphere and in science. The emergence

X
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