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Transnationalism is one of the most frequently
used terms in recent historiography. Jonathan
Sarna, premier historian of American Jewry,
described its significance for the field: „A
transnational approach would remind us that
American Judaism was never ‘an island en-
tirely of itself’, and would help to restore
American Judaism to its rightful place within
a global universe.”1 However, Riv-Ellen Prell,
another leading scholar, argues that schol-
arship on North American Jewry „has been
somewhat slow to embrace it.”2 In response
to this diagnosis, scholars from outside the
U.S. have recently started to investigate inter-
actions between American and other Jewries
over time and into the present. This confer-
ence brought together scholars from the U.S.,
Europe, and Israel, in order to further transna-
tional approaches and to offer a more nu-
anced perspective on the American Jewish ex-
perience.

In their introductory lectures, GARY P.
ZOLA (Cincinnati) and MARKUS KRAH
(Potsdam) made remarks on how a transna-
tional approach can reframe American Jewish
history and thought. Zola offered an agenda
for transnational research. Transmigrants,
people who passed regions on the way to their
destination, as well as cultural connections
and aesthetical agency are underexplored top-
ics. In addition, he called for greater efforts to
define the methodology: „We need to come
at some point to a professional agreement
what we exactly mean by using a transna-
tional approach.“ Krah explained that among
the various disciplines, Jewish Studies, as an
interdisciplinary field, would be most suited
to engage the American-Jewish experience,
as it looks at Jewishness from a perspective
of cultural studies. However, for historical,
political, and epistemological reasons, North

American Jewry has not attracted a lot of at-
tention from Jewish Studies in Europe. Amer-
ican Studies, on the other hand, once quite in-
terested in American Jewry, shifted its focus
some twenty years ago to other ethnic groups,
apparently regarding Jews as a less distinct
subgroup of the white mainstream.

During the following roundtable discus-
sion, TOBIAS BRINKMANN (University
Park, PA) and ELI LEDERHENDLER
(Jerusalem) engaged transnationalism as
a problematic and tricky term. By taking
the case of the „German Jew“, Brinkmann
demonstrated the paradox of talking about
transnationalism in the 19th century before
even a German national state was established.
Lederhendler provocatively asked if we are
about to re-invent the wheel. Earlier Jewish
historiography was always transnational
in the sense that scholars knew the tension
between political boundaries or even ge-
ography. „We have to be cautious not to
take the same road we’ve been before“, he
concluded. MIRIAM RÜRUP (Hamburg)
and CORNELIA WILHELM (Munich) ap-
proached the topic from the perspective of
their own research. As Rürup explained,
because of the diasporic self-understanding
and various types of networks Jewish history
is per se transnational and does not have to
be specified explicitly as such. Furthermore,
transnationalism is already fostered by the
historians’ global search for sources. Simi-
larly, Wilhelm’s research traces immigration,
careers and professional roles of German
refugee rabbis in the US, who embodied
the transnational nature of modern Jewish
history.

The first panel discussed three important
historiographical issues of the 20th century:
Antisemitism, Zionism and Jewish continuity.
RICHARD E. FRANKEL (Lafayette) pointed
out that we cannot fully understand the rad-
icalization of modern antisemitism without
linking it to the story of globalization. In the

1 Jonathan D. Sarna, Afterword: The Study of Amer-
ican Judaism: A Look Ahead, in: Dana Evan Ka-
plan (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to American Ju-
daism, Cambridge 2005, pp. 417-421, here p. 420.

2 Riv-Ellen Prell, Review of Kahn, Ava Fran; Mendel-
sohn, Adam, eds., Transnational Traditions: New Per-
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1880s, Congress introduced quotas for Asian
immigration, thus factually barring Chinese
from entering the US. At the same time East
European Jewish immigrants experienced the
same prejudices that were projected onto the
Chinese: their alleged inability to assimi-
late; shifty business practices; obsession with
money; filth and disease; and their strange
attraction to white women. Frankel argued
for a comparability of the American resent-
ment of Chinese on the West Coast and Jews
on the East Coast. JANICE ROTHSCHILD
BLUMBERG (Atlanta) discussed the corre-
spondence between Theodor Herzl and Rabbi
E.B.M. „Alphabet“ Browne in 1897. At a time
when Reform Judaism strenuously opposed
the „anarchist and socialist“ ideas of Zion-
ism, Browne sought becoming the link be-
tween Herzl’s concept of Zionism and Amer-
ican Reform. Herzl did, in the end, ignore
Browne’s proposed role as middleman for
America. The interrelation between German-
ness and life in America also played a role
in the presentation by ANTON HIEKE (Bob-
bau). In 1851, the New York lodges of B’nai
B’rith established the Maimonides Reading
Institute and Library, in order to implement
the concept of German „Bildung“ among Jews
in New York. Rather than being merely a
tool for the preservation of Germanness, the
library was a mediator between German cul-
ture and life in America. As Hieke explored,
its activities reflected a bi-cultural immigrant
society in transition that sought to balance
their German and American identities.

What was the mutual impact that European
and American Judaism had on each other and
on their respective religious environments?
The second panel introduced this major ques-
tion of the conference. DANA EVAN KA-
PLAN (Mobile, AL) looked at the develop-
ment from classical to neo-Reform and the
emergence of rival theological camps during
the 1950s and 1960s. He argued that Reform
theologians were highly influenced by Euro-
pean Jewish and non-Jewish thinkers. Some
used European political and social trends to
justify their radical breaks with extant theo-
logical positions. They turned to Europe as
a source for new approaches to spiritual life.
CLAIRE MALIGOT (Paris) investigated Jew-
ish contributions to the Second Vatican Coun-

cil. The vast majority of the Jewish observers
in the deliberations came from the US. Ma-
ligot argued that not only were American Jew-
ish organizations better organized and con-
nected than European rabbis and agencies,
but they also benefited from years of prac-
tice, structures and reflections on interfaith di-
alogue at a local level.

The discussion of European influences,
in particular the impact of German-Jewish
theology on American-Jewish thought was
continued in the third panel. GEORGE Y.
KOHLER (Ramat Gan) introduced Steven
Schwarzschild, an American rabbi and
philosopher, as a reader of the German-
Jewish thinker Hermann Cohen. Because of
Schwarzschild’s translation, interpretation,
and transfer of Cohen into the American
Jewish discourse, Cohen’s thought influenced
Reform Judaism. Moreover, Schwarzschild
worked transnationally by presenting his
European take in American research journals
and by contributing an English introduction
to the German edition of Cohen’s work.
HANS-MICHAEL HAUSSIG (Potsdam)
claimed that transnational experiences also
influenced one of the most important Amer-
ican Jewish theologians, Abraham Joshua
Heschel. As a student in Berlin, Heschel be-
came familiar with contemporary approaches
to religion among Christian theologians and
in the humanities. He developed his own
position to the study of religion, mostly
influenced by the German phenomenological
school. PHILIPP VON WUSSOW (Frankfurt
am Main) focused on the German-Jewish
emigré scholar Leo Strauss. On the one hand
Strauss established within the American
academy a style of German Gelehrsamkeit,
on the other he modified his project in the
new educational and political situation.
Wussow placed scholarship on Strauss’ hy-
permodern reading praxis and its impact on
American scholars into the larger picture of
German-Jewish intellectual migration in the
1930s and 1940s.

The fourth panel moved the conference
back to history. DANIEL SOYER (New York)
investigated how events in the Soviet Union
influenced local politics in New York during
World War II. As the city’s largest ethnic mi-
nority Jews played an important role, in par-
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ticular on the electoral left and through the
American Labor Party. Soyer convincingly
demonstrated that even local politics can-
not be understood without the transnational
context. The presentation by CONSTANCE
PÂRIS DE BOLLARDIÈRE (Paris) focused on
the Bund, a political party with roots in Rus-
sia. She demonstrated that although inte-
grated, American Bundists remained close to
their roots and to European events until the
late 1950s. In immediate postwar France they
started a relief and reconstruction program
to maintain Yiddish cultural life and social-
ist ideas. Connections through shared place
of origin and identity played an important
role in maintaining these trans-diasporic rela-
tions. SONJA K. PILZ (Potsdam) compared
American and German Yizkor prayers com-
memorating Jewish communities destroyed
in the Holocaust. Pilz examined radical dif-
ferences in their social construction, choice of
language and perception of the Shoah. As
she argued, the immediate communal settings
and the broader cultural background of the
prayers provide a more nuanced understand-
ing of social and religious identities associ-
ated with them.

The keynote by MICHAEL A. MEYER
(Cincinnati) analyzed how Jews regarded
their place of origin following their arrival
in the US. Meyer compared six waves of mi-
gration to demonstrate that within the Jew-
ish transnational experience no group was
homogenous in how it related to its respec-
tive past. For Sephardic immigrants of the
17th and 18th centuries, the past of „glo-
rious“ London and „great“ Amsterdam re-
tained a powerful sense of attraction. In the
next wave, some German Jews in the 19th
century regarded their old home as a land of
non-freedom, while others looked back with
nostalgia even if they succeeded economically
in the U.S. Often language, family ties, and
news of political events across the borders
provided a continuity that made the uproot-
ing fear less traumatic. For example, lands-
manshaftn offered East European Jews mu-
tual support and a surrogate home. Refugees
from Nazi-Germany faced a different situa-
tion as they could not think about a return.
However, some turned inward and created a
cocoon preserving a „Weimar culture“. So-

viet immigrants shared a „love-hate“ relation-
ship to the old home, as they missed the state
fraternalism. Recent immigrants from Israel
form a category by itself, as they left a state
governed by Jews to live voluntarily in the di-
aspora. However, as Meyer concluded, one
overarching commonality can be established:
„It was never possible to leave the old country
without looking back.“

The last panel of the conference ana-
lyzed cultural expressions of the transnational
American Jewish experience. CHRISTINA
SPINEI (Iasi) focused on Sholem Aleichem’s
writings which responded to both the calami-
ties of the shtetl and individual survival in the
new American scenery. Tensions of moder-
nity and tradition, assimilation and grad-
ual loss of Jewish identity marked his am-
bivalent picture of America. As Spinei ar-
gued, these contradictory moments point to
the author’s displacement from the shtetl
and growing alienation from Jewish tradi-
tion through the encounter of other Jew-
ries. KLARA SZLEZAK (Passau) showed that
Russian-born anthropologist Maurice Fish-
berg’s 1911 book „The Jews“ on the Jewish di-
aspora clearly grew out of an American con-
text. In reference to the growing influence
of social science using photography as a tool,
Fishberg intended to prove that characteris-
tics of worldwide Jewry derived from envi-
ronmental and social influences rather than
essential racial traits. However, as Szlezak
argued, this study heavily drew on the very
medium that fostered racial stereotypes in an
era of Jewish mass migration. By compar-
ing post-Soviet Jewish literature in the US and
Germany JESPER REDDIG (Muenster) inves-
tigated different cultural imaginaries. The
trope of a „nation of immigrants“ defines
American self-understanding. Germany, on
the other hand, is historically downplaying
ethno-cultural diversity. Reddig argued that
such recent authors as Yelena Akhtiorskaya
(in New York) and Olga Grjasnowa (in Berlin)
are forging critical interventions and write
back to their predecessors’ approaches and
the literature of „migration“ and „multicul-
turalism“. LARS-FREDERIK BOCKMANN
(Berlin) examined how the American Jewish
writer Michael Chabon connects structures of
Jewish memory with popular forms of serial
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narration, like detective fiction or film noir. In
contrast to the dominant reading as trauma
and Holocaust representation, Bockmann saw
the genre elements as structural components
in the creation of cultural memory. There-
fore, Chabon’s writing rediscovers and rein-
terprets specific medial objects of American
popular culture as transnational Jewish mem-
ory traces.

A concluding presentation by Zola dis-
cussed overarching questions arising from
a transnational approach in the writing of
American Jewry’s history. He made clear
that academic collaboration between Amer-
ican and non-American scholars in confer-
ences, research or publication partnerships
strengthen a deeper understanding of Amer-
ican Jewry’s place in general Jewish history.
Although Jewish history and thought are of
global concern, distinctive characteristics of
individual communities should be acknowl-
edged, without uncritically affirming an ideo-
logical American-Jewish exceptionalism.

Although this conference was not the
bedrock of a „transnational turn“ in the study
of American Jewry, and despite the initial
voices of cautiousness, the panelists opened
rich perspectives to the general discussion on
the value of transnational approaches in histo-
riography. This will hopefully inspire and en-
gage more scholars to cross the boundaries of
countries, cultures and academic discourses.

Conference Overview:

Welcome Note by the Organizers and Open-
ing Remarks

Elisabeth Gallas (Leipzig) / Anton Hieke
(Bobbau) / David Jünger (Berlin) / Ulrich
Kleinecke (Lucerne) / Markus Krah (Pots-
dam)

Oliver Günther (President, University of Pots-
dam)

Walter Homolka (Director, School of Jewish
Theology, Potsdam)

Introduction

Gary P. Zola (Cincinnati): Toward a Transna-
tional Research Agenda on American Jewry

Markus Krah (Potsdam): The (Sorry) State of
the Field of Transnational American Jewish

Studies

Roundtable: Transnational Perspectives on
American Jewish History and Thought

Tobias Brinkmann (University Park, PA): Lo-
cating ‘Germany’ in American Jewish History
and Memory

Eli Lederhendler (Jerusalem): Lost and
Found: Modern Jewish Historians’ Assess-
ments of Pan-Jewish Communities

Miriam Rürup (Hamburg): Transcending Na-
tionality: Statelessness and World Citizen-
ship in 20th-Century Jewish/ Non-Jewish Re-
lations

Cornelia Wilhelm (Munich): From Commu-
nity and Place to Network and Space: The
Transnational Dimension of Immigration in
American Jewish History

Panel I: Re-Positioning 19th-Century Jewish
America

Janice Rothschild Blumberg (Atlanta): An
American Rabbi’s Advice to Herzl: Rabbi „Al-
phabet“ Browne and Zionism in America

Richard Frankel (Lafayette): Understanding
the Rise of Modern American Antisemitism
in the Context of Late-Nineteenth-Century
Globalization

Anton Hieke (Bobbau): The Maimonides Li-
brary and American-German Bildung

Panel II: Transnational Encounters in Religion
and Theology

Dana Evan Kaplan (Mobile, AL): The
Transnational Influences behind the Theolog-
ical Shifts and Transformations in American
Reform Judaism on the Crabgrass Frontier,
1935- 1975

Claire Maligot (Paris): American Jewish Con-
tributions to the Second Vatican Council,
1960- 1965

Panel III: Re-Framing German-Jewish
Thought in America

George Y. Kohler (Ramat Gan): Steven
Schwarzschild as a Reader of Hermann Co-
hen

Hans-Michael Haußig (Potsdam): Abraham
Joshua Heschel and his Relation to Religious
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Studies (Religionswissenschaft) in Europe

Philipp von Wussow (Frankfurt): A „Weimar
Jew“ in America? Leo Strauss and the Emer-
gence of a Counter-Counterculture

Panel IV: American Jewish Politics and the
Post-Holocaust Jewish World

Daniel Soyer (New York): Jewish Transna-
tional Concerns and the New York Electoral
Left in the World War II Era

Constance Paris de Bollardière (Paris): Amer-
ican Bundists of the Jewish Labor Committee
in Immediate Postwar France, 1944- 1948

Sonja Pilz (Potsdam): Holocaust Remem-
brance in German and North American Jew-
ish Memorial Prayers: A Window onto Two
Jewish Identities and Theologies

Keynote Lecture

Michael A. Meyer (Cincinnati): Looking Back:
American Jews Relate to their Places of Origin

Panel V: Cultural Reflections of Jewish
Transnationalism

Christina Spinei (Iasi): Sholem Aleichem’s Ex-
pressions of Jewish Transformations through
the Encounter with a New World

Klara Szlezak (Passau): Photography and the
Negotiation of a Transnational Jewry in Mau-
rice Fishberg’s The Jews (1911)

Jesper Reddig (Muenster): Re-Framing
the „Nation of Immigrants“ and the „Ein-
wanderungsland“ in U.S.- and German-
Based Post-Soviet Jewish Literature: Yelena
Akhtiorskaya and Olga Grjasnowa

Lars-Frederik Bockmann (Berlin): The Ma-
terial Unconscious: On the Reinterpreta-
tion of American Pop Cultural Archives as
Transnational Jewish Memory in the Novels
of Michael Chabon

Concluding Remarks and Discussion

Gary P. Zola (Cincinnati)

Tagungsbericht Re-Framing American Jewish
History and Thought: New Transnational Per-
spectives. 20.07.2016–22.07.2016, Potsdam /
Berlin, in: H-Soz-Kult 19.11.2016.

© H-Net, Clio-online, and the author, all rights reserved.


