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THE SCHO LEM-KUR ZW EIL DEBATE

AND MODERN JEWISH HISTORIOGRAPHY

In the year 1965, ncarly a century and a half after tl.re first efforts were
undertaken to establish a Science of Judaism (Wissenscl-raft des Judentums),
a bitter public debatc broke or.rt among' scholars rvho portdered the ulti-
mate clegrec of objectivity attainiiblc in a "scicntific" study of Judaiern.
Like thcir scholarly forebears of the early l9th ccnttrry, the latcr group of

researchcr.s were primarily oI Gennan birth and/or upbringing, reared

on many o[ thc same literary and cultr-rral traditiorts as their pr6decessors.

And yct, oritwirrdly at Ieast, sirr-rilarities betrveen the two groups would
seem to end witl'r this ba.sic socio-cttlturalrcotlponcut. For, over titne,
l-ristorical circumstance had dramatically altcrcd the rcsponse of Gcrtratr

Jervs to thc troubling questions of idcntity and collective perception
Of corrrse, the Flolocaust, tl-irough its emergcrtce as a major sor-trcc ol

collective merrrory and historical consciotlsness, denranded a defir.ritive
rcthinking of tl'rese qucstions, t'hich had accon-rpanied Geruran Jervs at

least since ttre tirne ol Moses Mendelssohn.t By 1945, thc twin curatives of
assin'rilation and ernanciltatiou lverc no longer tlre means ancl ends (re-

spectively) to rr,l-rich Jervs devotcd their intcllcctual ar.rd personal encrgics,
as they hacl a century earlier.2 Wl.rat remained of German Jervry-its
population and its "culture"-wcre the tattered fragmetrts, clispatchcd to

the corners of the rvorld. In Anrerica, and to a much lesser extent irt
Europe, thesc fragnrents, inclttding tllose who escapcd before the lull
reign oI Nuzi tcrror was urtlcashcd, quirkly assutncd a varrgard posi-

tion in nany areas of the arts attd scicrnces, althotrgh not always as au

identifiablL. social unit.
In Israel, where thegevived debale over the feasibility ol a science o[

Judaism took place, Jervs of Gertnatr birth assurned perhaps an el'en

nore uuified and significaut rolc, particularly in thc academic rezrlnr.3

Beginning rt'ith the 1920's, such figurcs as Gershom Scholem' Yitzhak
Baer, Akiva Ernst Simon, and N{artir Buber exerciscd a profound in-
fluencc trpon the educational goals ancl directions of the emerging Jervish
state.a Their ef{orts also contribttted to a heightened awareness and over-
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77. Yerushalmi arrives at the concusion that the modern Jewish historian can

not serve as a "restorer oI Jewish memory" To his mind, the historiographical
medium has failed to replace the "shared faith, cohesiveness, and will of the
group itsell' which once constituted Jewish collective memory and identity. See

Yosef Yerushalmi, Zakhor: Jewish History and Jewt)sh Memoryt (Philadelphia, 1982),

pp. 93-94.
78. Against the notion oI a functional continuum, Harold Bloom and Yosef

Yerushalmi, in their respective spheres of interest, emphasize the radical ruptures
that have occurred in Jewish memory in the rhodern period, Yerushalmi, for
instance, argues that a radical discontinuity in historical consciousness and self-
perception marks the emergence of the Wissenschalt movement with its critical
historical perspective.

79. See Dan's long response to E. Schweid's "Mistikah ve-Yahadut Le-Ii
Gershom Scholem" in "Gershom Scholem: Beyn Historiyah Le-Historiyosofiyah"
in Mehkare Yerushalayim, Vol. III (1983-81), esp. p,431 In response to Schweid,
I)an argues-that Scholem's scholarly exploration of Jewish mysticism was not
informed by a recognition that mysticism played a central role in Jewish history,
or eveD by a wide-ranging philosophy of Jewish history. In another place, David
Biale justifiably takes Dan to task, not directly for his view of Scholem's motives,
but for other more basic notions underlying his historical endeavors, observing
that "l)an \vants to claim that historical research is equivalent to that of the
natural sciences in tl'rat the object c{ research can be known independently of the
researcher (a proposition that hetural scientists, since the developmdnt of quantum
physics, have come to realize is problematic lor not only physics but perhaps lor
science as a whole). Such a positivist approach tcl historical work seems to me
both dated and wrong." Biale, "Gershom Scho'lem's Ten Unhistorical Aphorisms
on Kabbalah" inModemJud-aism,Yol.5, No. I (February l9B5), p.91, n.6,

As against this view, see the interesting remarks of Ada Rapoport-Albert in
The Ameicon Scholar (Autumn l9B5), pp, 54I-548. In oflering a positive assessment

o[ Scholem's pursuit of the "plain objective truth" (p. 546), she contends that
"Scholem banished from his work all traces oI romantic mysticism (to which he

was consc.iously averse), and his scholarly judgments were derived from cvidence
alone," (p 548) Her brief discussion is a more enlightening delense of Scholem's
motives and intents than Dan's, though it treats only perfunctorily the questions
oI objectivity and ideological impulses in scholarship

80. Such interesting critics as Hayden White and Roland Barthes have
challenged the claim that narrative historiography qualifies in some way as

"scientific". They posit that Iinguistic conventions and personal predisposition
prefigure the narrative historiographical text, just as in the case of a work of
fiction. This perspective, with its emphasis on the interpretive quality of his-
toriography, may be a bit overextended. Nonetheless, it can be useful in dis-
pelling the persistent myth in Jewish (and other) historiography that one cal
arrive at a plateau o[ "pure scientific" objectivity. See, for example, White's
article, "The Question of Narrative in Conternporary F{istorical Theory" in
History and Theory, Vol. XXIII, No. f 11984). AIso, see Roland Barthes, "Le
discours de I'histoire" in Social Science Information,Yol. VI, No.4 (August 1967).
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