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Guilt as Determinant of Jewish Life in the Federal Republic

The Swiss-born, British-educated historian Anthony
D. Kauders describes his most recent book on German
Jewish issues as the attempt to write “eine Geschichte des
schlechten Gewissens” (p. 9). The various Jewish groups
in West Germany in the postwar years—German-Jewish
survivors, Jewish refugees from eastern Europe, Jewish
remigrants—shared a strong sense of guilt for living in the
Land der TAater, an “unmA9gliche Heimat” in their own
eyes and in the eyes of world Jewry, who censured them
as pariahs. Kauders organizes his German-Jewish his-
tory of the Federal Republic around this single issue; he
explains many of the characteristics and actions of Jews
in West Germany in the first decades after World War
I as consequences of this feeling of guilt and the ever-
present need to justify not yet having emigrated to the
Jewish homeland. The waning of German-Jewish guilt
vis-A -vis Israel and the gradual acknowledgement of
Germany as Heimat in the 1970s and 1980s, especially by
the younger (second) generation, represents the second
stage in Kauders’s German-Jewish history. In the third
and present phase, which began in 1990 with the influx
of Jews from the former Soviet Union, guilt for choosing
to live in Germany is notable by its absence: the Rus-
sian Jews—as a result of their Soviet socialization-have
only distant ties to Israel, and the German Jews, now in-
tegrated into German society, no longer feel constrained
to consider the Israeli response to their actions. For the
expert in German Jewish history, only details of the study

may be new. However, Kauders’s viewing the develop-
ment of German-Jewish life in the Federal Republic from
the point of view of guilt and his focusing on such basic
issues as money, the relationship to Israel, and the role
of the Jewish community provide new insights. And, for
those less versed in the nature of Jewish life in the Fed-
eral Republic, it is an excellent source of information, a
Jewish space.

Kauders’s discussion of Jewish guilt in postwar West
Germany is divided into five chapters with the sim-
ple titles “Schuld, “Geld,” “Israel,” “Demokratie,” and
“Gemeinde” He treats each of these aspects of Jewish
life chronologically from 1945 to the end of the 1980s,
when guilt ceased to be a determining factor. No matter
which topic, the development is the same: in the post-
war years, it reflects the painful guilt and basic insecurity
of Jewish survivors in a country with which they could
not identify and which they viewed as only a tempo-
rary place of residency; in the 1960s and 1970s, he notes
the gradual putting-down of roots; in the 1980s, he de-
picts the breakthrough of new self-confidence and self-
assertion in German society. Kauders tends to focus on
the German- (as opposed to east European-) Jewish com-
munities. The former, located mostly in the north of the
Federal Republic—in DAYsseldorf, Frankfurt, Dortmund,
Cologne, Hamburg, and Berlin-tended to be assimilated
and assume a political role vis-A -vis the German state
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and Israel, while the eastern European Jews, mostly liv-
ing in the south (Munich, Stuttgart, Heidelberg) and by
tradition orthodox, concerned themselves more with re-
ligion and Jewish values. The chapter on democracy, for
example, deals with the efforts of the Zentralrat der Ju-
den, situated in DA%sseldorf, to justify Jews’ continuing
presence in Germany by assuming the role of guarantor
and measure of West German democracy.

A second question lies at the root of the Jewish
presence in the Federal Republic for Kauders: not only
whether there should be Jewish life in Germany, but
whether there can and will be. The final chapter of the
book theorizes on the future of Jews in the German di-
aspora. Kauders argues that the immigration of Jews
from the former Soviet Union, in spite of their large num-
bers (well over 100,000 are registered in Jewish commu-
nities, which represents more than a tripling of the pre-
1990 number), has not produced the renaissance of re-
ligious and cultural Jewish life hoped for by the previ-
ously small, moribund German-Jewish community. The
secular Russian Jews have little knowledge of Jewish tra-
dition, no particular attachment to the history of Jewish
life in Germany, and less subjective ties to the Holocaust.
Kauders sees little hope for either a pluralistic Jewish
community—decentralized and open to differing Jewish
life experiences—or for a traditional Jewish community as
a distinct ethnic and cultural minority in a multicultural
society. The first model would require a thorough reform
of the leadership structure and a relaxation of religious
doctrine, which he does not foresee; the second presup-
poses that Jews in today’s Germany see themselves (and
want to be seen) as a culturally separate minority, which,
given their many cultural differences, their individual-
ism, and mixing with mainstream German society, Kaud-
ers again rules out.

In the final pages of his book, Kauders discusses a fur-
ther model for a Jewish future in Germany and in Europe
as a whole: that of “Jewish space(s).” It is based on the as-
sumption that in Germany and most European countries
other than France and England—-and in contrast to Israel
and the United States—there are too few Jews to maintain
a vibrant Jewish culture, and that such activity is only
possible with the participation of the non-Jewish popu-
lation. The solution is the creation of Jewish spaces, suf-
fused with a Jewish atmosphere, whether in the form of

popular culture or intellectual and religious endeavors or
Jewish institutions, all of which are shared by both Jews
and non-Jews. Proceeding from postmodern theories of
shifting identities and hybridity, the proponents of this
notion renounce the idea of a fixed essential Jewishness.

Kauders finds this latter model the most realistic:
“Man muss weder einer optimistischen noch einer pes-
simistischen Fraktion angehAjIren, um der Vision eines
jAYdischen Raums in absehbarer Zukunft mehr Chan-
cen einzurAoumen als der religiAqs-kulturellen Renais-
sance des deutschen Judentums” (p. 223). And yet, it is
in religious cultural practices that Kauders’s hopes for
the future of a Jewish community in Germany seem to
lie: “Die jA%dische Ethnie 1Aqst sich zunehmend ... auf,
A¥brig bleibt im gA¥nstigsten Fall die Religion” (p. 223).
He points to the United States as a model. The multiple
forms of Judaism practiced by America’s Jews allow, as
he writes, the combination of religion, on the one hand,
and the individual pursuit of happiness, on the other; the
emphasis on religious cultural practice makes Jewish life
both visible and separate, and thus keeps both religion
and the Jewish ethnos alive. Realizing this Jewish future
in Germany would require courage and imagination, and
reforms which, in his view, given the tenacity with which
the Jewish functionaries cling to religious doctrine, can
only come from below. The book ends with this subjec-
tive appraisal, which reads like a call for action.

Kauders’s study is for the most part balanced and rep-
resentative. He presents and weighs various standpoints
with care, such as the second generation’s criticism of
the Zentralrat for currying favor with high government
officials or possible explanations for the greed of Jew-
ish real estate speculators in Frankfurt. Kauders’s bib-
liography includes the full range of German and Anglo-
American research on post-1945 German-Jewish issues;
the many references to relevant research and citations
from archival documents attest to the seriousness of his
undertaking. The book is at the same time highly read-
able. The style is that of a well-prepared series of univer-
sity lectures, clearly structured and readily understand-
able; occasional guideposts and reminders of previously
treated material are likewise in keeping with an oral pre-
sentation. Several excursuses—on the history of the dias-
pora, on the concepts of shame and guilt, among others—
provide useful background information.
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