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Pick and Mix on “Jewish Identity”

“Konstruktionen,” “(virtuelle) IdentitAsnt” “Authen-
tizitAot,” “GedAnchtnispolitik”-this essay collection of-
fers snippets of recent discussions on identity while de-
bating what being Jewish has meant in Europe over the
past two hundred years. It aims to introduce the insights
of cultural and postcolonial studies to Jewish studies and
adopts approaches which vary from dogged deconstruc-
tion in Klaus HAYdI’s “Der ’virtuelle Jude’-ein essen-
tialistisches Konzept?” to light-hearted irony in Stefan
Krankenhagen’s “Humor als Rolle: Zur Kunst von Anna
Adam.” These disparate methods are complemented by
an almost disconcertingly broad spectrum of topics. As
the title suggests, the volume as a whole is understood
as a reply to Ruth Ellen Gruber’s Virtually Jewish: Rein-
venting Jewish Culture in Europe (2002), a study of the
boom in Jewish or “Jewish-style” culture in eastern Eu-
rope largely promoted by non-Jews since the fall of the
Iron Curtain. However, Gruber’s theses are not put to a
systematic test here, and the collection’s historical scope
is broader than her book’s focus on the 1990s.

HA9dI has not attempted to impose a consensus on
his contributors as to the status of “authentic” Jewish
identity, a concept that Gruber seems to endorse and
HAqdI clearly does not. So many different interpreta-
tions of “virtual” Jewishness are investigated here, more-
over, that the concept is stretched to a point where it
ceases to impart overall coherence to the volume, in com-
parison with Gruber’s very specific use of the word. Nev-
ertheless, the volume offers many other points of illumi-
nating thematic cohesion, all the more striking consider-
ing its wide spectrum of topics—from economic history

to the development of the historical novel, from stereo-
types of Walter Rathenau to installation art in twenty-
first-century Germany. Furthermore, whatever the dif-
ferences between the contributors’ attitudes to Jewish
identity per se, the volume offers important general con-
clusions, which, once again, its variety of subject mat-
ter and method serves to illustrate convincingly. For
example, it shows that too many assumptions and not
enough detailed research still underlie our understand-
ing of “Things Jewish” and their history in Europe.[1]
Perhaps even more importantly, it also illustrates how
treating “Jewish” history separately from “German” and
“Polish” history leads to distortion. These and other un-
derlying themes could have made for better section sub-
titles than those used, which hinder assessments of the
volume’s contents and scope.

The majority of essays are very specialized while
often also offering thought-provoking introductions to
key aspects of VergangenheitbewAxltigung. For exam-
ple, Dirk Rupnow, in “Die nationalsozialistische Kon-
servierung des JA%dischen und unsere Erinnerungskul-
tur) gives an overview of official and unofficial strate-
gies of remembrance in the Third Reich and the Fed-
eral Republic, provocatively suggesting that National
Socialist appropriation of Jewish artifacts and cultural
legacy shares more with post-1945 modes of remem-
brance than we might like to admit. The following es-
say, Ingo Loose’s “Das Bild ’des Juden’ in der Histori-
ographie zur NS-Wirtschaft im deutsch-polnischen Ver-
gleich” provides another instance of parallels, whether
conscious or subconscious, between National Social-
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ist treatment of the Jews and their subsequent treat-
ment by economic historians as FremdkA9rper (p. 26).
Loose shows how this situation is further exacerbated
when applied to Nazi-occupied Poland, where the Jews
and their economic fate fall between multiple stools:
“FAY%r die wirtschaftshistorische Forschung in Deutsch-
land drAzngt sich der Eindruck auf, dass ... einerseits
nach dem Territorialprinzip heutiger Grenzen verfahren
wird, wobei das Schicksal der Hunderttausenden En-
teigeneten, Entrechteten, der Millionen Zwangsarbeiter
in Osteuropa, aber auch in den anderen besetzten Gebi-
eten Europas nach wie vor Sache einiger weniger Spezial-
isten ist und darA¥%ber hinaus-was beunruhigender ist-
in der Afffentlichen Erinnerung praktisch keine Rolle
spielt” (p. 34).

“Opferkonkurrenz” (p. 30) and the division of history
into national(ist) blocks recur throughout the volume as
contributing factors to the comparative paucity of sat-
isfactory studies on Europe’s Jews (see also Agnieszka
Pufelska’s essay on “Das Feindbild *JudAzo-Kommune’
als Kraftquell fA%r den polnischen Kampf gegen den
Kommunismus”). What is missing above all from eco-
nomic history, according to Loose, are the strategies and
actions of individual Jews, who are all too often repre-
sented as a legalistic block or collective victim. Although
restitution cases and research into the role of big compa-
nies have brought about changes since the 1990s, these
developments should not, he insists, replace academic re-
search or public remembrance and responsibility.

The most detailed criticism of Gruber’s concept of
“virtual Jewishness” comes in HA{dl’s own essay “Der
‘virtuelle Jude’—ein essentialistisches Konzept?”  Al-
though Gruber is concerned with the commercialization
of Jewishness and Shoah tourism in particular historical
constellations, and not at all with theoretical identity dis-
course, HA9dI is naturally justified in questioning her
terms. On the other hand, he does seem to misread her
at times. She does not set out to prove or discuss the exis-
tence of an “authentic” Jewish identity, and often sets this
and other potentially problematic notions (“real Jews,”
“goyish”) in quotations, indicating that she is well aware
of the minefield she is crossing. It would of course be dif-
ficult to discuss the phenomena she sets out to investigate
without using some abbreviations, and she defines her
idea of “virtually Jewish” at great and satisfying length.
Whether or not one concurs with her on the importance
of “living” memory to cultural identity is another matter.
HAqdl is so intent on deconstructing her suggestion that
there can be such a thing as an organic cultural legacy
that he somewhat loses sight, in his own contribution

at least, of the very valid question of what difference it
makes that there are now so few Jews (or even “Jews”)
living in Europe as compared to previous centuries: “Die
Annahme, dass vor der Shoah aufgrund des Vorhanden-
seins eines "lebendigen jA%dischen Milieus’ statt Virtu-
alitAot AuthentizitAot bestimmend gewesen sowie der
Geschichtsbezug weniger durch BedAYrfnisse motiviert,
sondern durch RAY%ckgriffe auf Erinnerung hergestellt
worden sei, ist ... zu hinterfragen. Konstruktionen sind
immer schon mit historischen Deutungen einhergegan-
gen, sie stellen kein PhAonomen allein der Gegenwart
dar” (p. 60).

Gruber’s subtitle alone, in its inclusion of the term
“reinvention,” already suggests that her concept of virtu-
ality could be fruitfully reconciled with HA9dl’s more ex-
acting take on identity politics, and indeed, this happens
in other essays in the volume. A particularly successful
example is Susanne SchAYnborn’s discussion of Jewish
identity constructions in the 1984/85 Fassbinder debate
(“ ‘Juden reden A%ber GefA%hle, und die anderen A%ber
Kunst’”). The author opens by considering the impli-
cations and pitfalls of talking about collective identity,
in a well-referenced overview of recent discussion. The
following case study is carefully contextualized in terms
of both past and future. SchAqnborn’s take on “kom-
munikatives” versus “kulturelles GedArchtnis” offers an
approach which could subsume both HAYdI’s and Gru-
ber’s: to her, the most important thing is the perceived
generational change in mid-1980s Germany from lived
to cultural “memory,” and the highly emotional quality
of this process. She presents this as one of the main
outputs of the Fassbinder debate for Jews and Germans
alike, narrowing in once again on one of volume’s core
themes: “Es ging im Laufe der Fassbinder-Debatte im-
mer mehr um die Frage, ob es eine gemeinsame Ver-
stAondnisbasis gebe, auf der sich Juden und Nichtju-
den AYber den Umgang mit der deutsch-jA%dischen
Geschichte wAchrend des Holocaust und AYber die
Rolle, die dieser Geschichte in der bundesrepublikanis-
chen Gesellschaft zukomme, einigen kA9qnnten. Dabei
offenbarte die Debatte, dass der Holocaust nur von weni-
gen als Teil deutsch-jA%discher Geschichte verstanden
wurde. Zumeist wurde der Holocaust entweder nur als
deutsche Geschichte oder nur als jA%dische Geschichte
diskutiert” (p. 110).

The difficulties of writing about collective identity
are evident elsewhere in the volume, although they are
not always so clearly thematized. One particular prob-
lem, evident also in Gruber’s book, is the idea of an “in-
nenjAY%disch” perspective on matters Jewish as being es-
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sentially different from an outside perspective. The ques-
tion of which Jewish community is being used to de-
fine this “internal” Jewish perspective is not always ad-
dressed directly. In these cases, as Hildegard FrA%bis
points out in her interesting essay on the after-life of
the painter Max Liebermann, this position can all too
often become synonymous with a Zionist perspective.
Even when the difficulties of representing a group are
the subject of analysis, as in Robin Ostow’s “Longing and
Belonging-Home and Exile: The Jewish Museum in Vi-
enna: An Anti-Heimat Museum? Or a Heimat Museum
with an Accent?”, the author himself does not always
manage to avoid the pitfalls he sketches. This essay is
the only one in English, and seems in some respects to
contradict HA9dI’s view of Vienna’s original Jewish Mu-
seum, founded in 1895. Although HAqdl’s editorial in-
troduction to the volume prepares the reader for its dif-
ferences of opinion, it is nonetheless a little irritating that
the issues and examples at stake here are exactly the same
that HAdI criticizes in Gruber’s book, in particular as
regards Isidor Kaufmann’s “Gute Stube” installation. Os-
tow concludes that the pre-1938 museum was made for
Jews by Jews, suggesting that it worked by tapping into
that “living memory” that HA9dl wishes to debunk. Fur-
thermore, Ostow sees today’s museum as driven by the
same “desire” that Gruber divines in “virtual Jewishness”:
“Established by Jews in Vienna for Jews, the pre-war Jew-
ish Museum articulated the voice of the successful Jewish
middle classes close to the organized Jewish community.
The Jewish Museum of the City of Vienna, by contrast,
expresses the longing of the Second Republic and of the
city to have a Jewish population that feels ’at home’ in
Vienna” (p. 79).

The volume therefore intensifies rather than resolv-
ing the tensions apparent in Gruber’s book between the
claims of living memory and those of cultural construc-
tion. The concluding essay by Stefan Krankenhagen,
“Humor als Rolle: Zur Kunst von Anna Adam,” takes is-
sue with Gruber once again, although this time in a pos-
itive vein. He welcomes her optimistic take on the op-

portunities afforded by “Jewish style” culture in Europe
in contrast to Bernard Wasserstein’s Europa ohne Juden.
Das europArische Judentum seit 1945 (1999) in which the
author warns against assimilation as the death knell of
“authentic” Jewish culture in Europe. In contradiction
to HAYdI, Krankenhagen sees a very clear difference be-
tween the “virtual” Jewishness of the nineteenth century
and that of today: in contrast to the “ungebrochene Di-
rektheit” of Jewish tradition before 1945, Jewish identity
is now almost entirely symbolic in his eyes, meaning that
stereotypes and appropriation are on the one hand free
to run riot and on the other more likely to end up stuck
in a rut. His discussion of Anna Adam’s work illustrates
the practical problems of those culturally active in this
highly contested and rarefied area. She takes the whole
debate to consciously ridiculous extremes in her installa-
tion series “Feinkost Adam” (which includes trashy Jew-
ish souvenirs and bottled Jewish breath), the reactions to
which illustrate in their turn the extremes identity dis-
course can reach in all seriousness. After her exhibition
at the Jewish Museum in FA%rth in 2002, the president
of Nuremberg’s Jewish Community made the following
statement: “Es mag ja sein, dass Frau Adam biologisch
JAY%din ist, aber von Herzen ist sie es nicht. Wir of-
fiziellen Juden mA¥%ssen die religiAYsen GefA%hle der
echten Juden schA%tzen” (p. 147).

This final essay brings the discussion of identity con-
structions up to date, while showing that it is never-
ending in its interplay of “within” and “outside,” of
Zuschreibung and Ausgrenzung. As a whole, the volume
is illustrative of how these issues require continual de-
bate, the careful definition of terms, and detailed research
on individual case studies. It contributes in this way to
the diversification of methodologies and topics within
Jewish studies.

Note

[1]. Ruth Ellen Gruber, Virtually Jewish. Reinventing
Jewish Culture in Europe (Berkeley: University of Califor-
nia Press, 2002), 8.
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