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How does a rabbi's son, a convert to Christianity who frequently

expresses his revulsion at Zionism, and on occasion equates it with
Nazism, become the acclaimed spokesperson for Jewish suffering in
Germany? How is a German "Jew," a caricature of the "Yèkke" so
despised by Eastern European Jewry, able to convince some of his read-

ers that he has empathy for those he considers to be his intellectual and
social inferiors? How does a converted Jew, seen by Germans as vermin
to be exterminated, proclaim himself to be more German than they-to
be the real German? How does a two-volume diary of almost one thousand printed pages, describing twelve years of accelerating horror, and

recording in unsparing detail the irrevocable end of German Jewry,
hold the reader's unflagging attention, whie succeeding, at the same
time, in convincing some reviewers that many entries in the diaries
exonerate Goldhagen's "ordinary" German, yet proving to others that
they substantiate that all Germans were indeed "wiling executioners"?
How does a diarist, whose writings betray him as an arrogant, selfstyled intellectual contemptuous of hoi polloi, become the voice of

Holocaust survivors and the darling of literary reviews? How does a
hypochondriac, loving no one but his wife and himself, convicted by his

own words of contempt for humanity in general, and shown repeatedly
to be utterly self-absorbed and almost unfeeling in the face of envelop-

ing horror, Bear Witness?

Victor Klemperer, son of a rabbi, part of a family of which several

members achieved international renown, was appointed chair of
Romance languages at Dresden Technical University in 1920. Some
years earlier he had converted to Protestantism; at 25 he married Eva, a
musician from a Protestant family. Klemperer's marriage, rather than his

conversion, would ultimately save his life, for it entitled him to the status of "privileged" J~w, as Eva's family was one in which no amount of
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Nazi research would have succeeded in unearthng any but pureblood-

ed Aryan ancestors.

Afer Hider took power in 1933, the Holocaust that his words in
Mein Kampf had all but guaranteed began gradually to be implemented. At the start, only those who were personally affected by the first
anti - Jewish edicts, and those wise enough to read the future without
self-delusion, felt threatened. Despite the uncertainty, false hopes, and
contradictions that riddled Klemperer's daily musings throughout the

Nazi years, he soon became convinced that the short-term future for
him and his beloved Germany was grim indeed. Though for years he
tried to persuade himself and intimates-despite his own continual
doubts and false expectations-that in the long term the real Germany
would re-emerge, his diary entries daily give the lie to his hopes.

He had been keeping journals throughout his life; the arrival of
Hider did not change that, but convinced him to begin a different kind
of diary, one that would document the daiy cruelties regularly an

no

un -

ced by government regulations and implemented with enthusiasm by all
too many. The two-volume diaries, translated and edited by Martin
Chalmers, cover the period from 1933 to 1945, beginnng with Hider's
election as Chancellor and ending shordy after Germany's surrender.

Almost daiy entres were made in the face of clear evidence (emphatic
by 1942) that the discovery of the diaries in an SS search would cost
Klemperer his life, and would seriously theaten others mentioned by
him. As Klemperer wrote on May 27, 1942:

This afternoon Eva is going . . . to fetch some money. I shall give her
the diary pages of the last few weeks to take with her. Mter the house
search I found several books . . .lying on the desk. If one of them had
been the Greek dictionary, if the manuscript had fallen out and had

thus aroused suspicion, it would undoubtedly have meant my death.
One is murdered for lesser misdemeanors... But I shall go on writing.
That is my heroism. I wil bear witness, precise witness!
It is important to note that in his acknowledgment of the lethal

danger facing him if the pages were to be discovered, Klemperer makes
no reference to the terrible consequences for those caught possessing or
transporting them, as well as for all those he had compromised by naming them in his entries. Pseudonyms or initials could easily have been
employed, so one must wonder how much of the writing was done with
an eye toward eventual publication (and Klemperer's never-ending

quest for recognition and praise). Indeed, one must wonder whether
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Klemperer himself knew what lay behind his self-proclaimed need to
"bear witness," whether it was not driven by the parodied, archetyal
German pedant's determination to memorialize himself through an
intellectual exercise.

Of particular interest to Klemperer the diarist were the stunning
untruths, distortions, and inventions, out of which a regime, bent on an
unprecedented course of evi, wove a fabric for the "greater good" of its
people. To him, the fascination of the political manfestations of Nazism,
and its perverted use of the German language, were almost paramount.

In his diary entry of March 17, 1942, at a time when the deportations
surrounding Klemperer had become commonplace, he
writes: "Two thngs interest me: the rise of National Socialism and the
and mass murder

Zionism. (I shall not even mention LTI. It's always there.)"
LTI is the language of the Third Reich, or Lingua Tertii Imperii,
and Klemperer's notes and observations of it led to the publication of a
higWy praised linguistic study in 1947. (His preoccupation with the
essence of Zionism will be discussed later.)

history of

Nevertheless, while the force and influence of the diaries must be
acknowledged, worth mentioning, too, is the unpleasant dichotomy
between Klemperer the diarist and Klemperer the man, between his
actions and his words. Whle faiings of character might not call into
question the events he so scrupulously describes (though on occasion
they appear to have been remembered with an almost supernatural ability at recall, if not with hindsight), it was profoundly disquieting for ths

reviewer, who brought his own history of Holocaust survival to his
reading, to separate the man's character from his observations.

Klemperer reveals himself to be understanding, yet self-centered;
cultured, yet prejudiced with the most stereotyical views of humanity;

loving to his wife, yet jealously lacking in generosity of spirit. And as
preoccupied as the entries show him to be with his health, his meals, his
finances, and his reputation, his zealous need for scholarly and intellec-

tual recognition is an almost neurotic compulsion, so that one could
believe that to the very end he would have wanted to be addressed as
"Herr Professor."
May 15, 1945: Then I told her in a low voice, and in a few words, who
I was. . . . Immediately smiling courtesy . . . and expression of respect.
One "Herr Professor" after another. . . .

For Victor, conflicted thoughts-fear of Germany and pride in
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being German-never end, and pervade, and in part determine, his
daily actions.
May is, 1941: Despite everyting I emphatically declared my commit-

ment to Germanness. "No one will believe you." It is not a question of
what others believe. . . my conscience alone is the judge of my

Germanness.

May 11, 1942: I am fighting the hardest battle for my Germanness
now. . . I am German, the others are un-German. I must hold on to
ths: The spirit is decisive, not blood. . . . On my part Zionism would
be a comedy-my baptism was not a comedy.

May 30, 1942: I am German and am waiting for the Germans to come
back; they have gone to ground somewhere.

Counterpoint to his "Germanness" and his elite intellectualism are
his feelings about Zionism.
April

22, 1935: I disagreed violently (with-Blumenfeld) about Zionism,

which he defends and praises, which I call betrayal and Hiderism.
January 1, 1939: Eva was intensely annoyed because (an acquaintance)
said nothing would get any better until we had a Jewish state some-

where in the world. Certainly that is pure Nazism and just as odious to
me as it is to her.
November 12, 1939: The Jewish communities in Germany today are all

extremely inclined to Zionism. I shall go along with that just as litte as
I do with National Socialism or with Bolshevism. Liberal and German
forever.

May 26, 1940: The usual conversations for and against Zionism, which
I equated with Hitlerism.

Note that the entres of January 1, 1939, and November 12, 1939
were both recorded after the Kristallnacht atrocities of November 10,

1938.
The German regime had orchestrated the Kristallnacht atrocities
ostensibly because a distraught Polish Jew had assassinated one of its

diplomats in Paris. As with the Reichstag fire, it was a transparent
excuse to implement what had long been planned. Klemperer's only

references to what were country-wide pogroms were made on the succeeding November 22, and on New Year's Eve of 1939 in summing up
the year 1938.
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November 22, 1938: First ilness, then the car accident, then, following

the Grünspan shooting business in Paris, there came persecution, and
since then the struggle (whether) to emigrate.
November '38 made less

December 31, 1938: I believe the pogroms of

impression on the nation than cutting the bar of chocolate for
Christmas.

Thus Klemperer, in his diary, was no more impressed by the
pogrom than he determines the nation to have been.
It was also Victor's choice to remain in Germany, and to see himself
as German.

May 16, 1936: During my last year in my post I swore an oath to
Hitler (to keep his position), I have remained in the country-I am no
better than my fellow Aryan creatures.

January 8, 1938: But what is the point of it all (emigration)r It is not
only that there are no prospects, but I am afraid of the prospects. Eva

and the house and the garden . . . how could it all work out? But what

is going to happen here?

November 28, 1938 (speaking to a sympathetic army major in charge
of e11gration): He: "Were the situation to change tomorrow. . . then
you would be sorry to have gone."-From his explanations, it emerged
that they really would let us out stripped and naked and with seven and
a half percent of the proceeds of ( our) house.
April 20, 1939: (Brother Georg Klemperer) has made a very promising

contact (in London), will be able to say something definite in June. . .

and hopes to see me . . . in the USA...before the year is out. I do not
know if that is what I want. As I said, I am burying myself in Curriculum and Romains.

June 9, 1941: Shall I expedite our emigration. . . . Long painful consul-

tation with Eva. She said, over there she would have no hope of ever
again finding a life of her own, there she would only be able to sit
around and go to the cinema, nothing else. Here at least she stil
retained some hope. I myself fear dependence on relatives. . . . We shall

do nothing. . . and continue to wait and see as "obstinately" as before.
September 17, 1941: I have had no more news from Änny Klemperer

(sister-in-law) for months. Perhaps she took offense (when) I wrote, I
was not very enthusiastic about emigration. I had suffered enough in
my youth from financial dependence on family.
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By 1942 all exits had closed, but long before that Klemperer had
subconsciously sabotaged all emigration opportunities: His English was
inadequate; he would be unable to obtain a position that would honor
his qualifications and achievements; he would be dependent on others
for financial assistance; Eva's poor health and her attachment to their
house, and, after that had been seized, to her friends, made leaving too

difficult. There were many other reasons that he advanced (mosdy to
himself), but these recurred in his diaries most often.
I believe that these and a host of other justifications reflected more

than just his inabilty to decide. By remaining in the country he would
prove that he was the true German, and that the "others"-impostors
destroying Germany's good name and history-would soon be supplanted and destroyed. Surrounded by worsening atrocities and the evidence of concentration camp murders, as well as the increasing likeli-

hood of his own doom, he continued to tell himself and others that the
regime would topple or be toppled, that sanity would return and the
madness soon end.

But it must be acknowledged and emphasized that to the reader of the
diaries whose acquaintance with the Holocaust has relied on journalism,
visual images and personal histories, Klemperer's character, personality,

and idiosyncrasies are not really of significance. It is the shattering
power of the diaries that takes precedence over unkind thoughts.
Meticulously they detai both the mundane and the ghasdy, as day after
unprecedented day the noose tightens around the Jews. We live withn
the mesmerizing entries, observing the slow progression of lethal edicts
that accelerate toward their carefully planned objective-a tidal wave of
words that carries all of us into destruction.
The books reduce to its simplest terms what, as early as with the

entry of August 14, 1942, he calls "remorseless, cultivated cruelty."

Although the official Nazi edicts are not recorded as wrtten below, we
have summarized some of them from the diaries:

You are Jewish, so for now, until that day on which we will come for

you to take you with us on a visit to Dachau or Buchenwald, or to
Theresienstadt, where we wil stay briefly before we move on together
to Auschwitz and Treblinka, we ask that you wear a Jewish star and a
yellow armband on those occasions when you are permitted to leave
your house, but that you do not enter a private moving vehicle or use

public transportation, and that you do not walk along streets designat-
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ed for Aryans only. We have set aside special "Jews' houses," so that
with frequent unannounced inspection visits we can make certain that
no instant deportation will be required if in your room we should discover a pet, a forbidden book, a typewriter or a sewing machine, or
foods or clothes of a nature or quantity not permitted on a Jew's ration

card. All telephone service has been disconnected, and a curfew will
prohibit you from leaving your house without permission after 8 P.M.,
or "visiting other residents of the house, spending time in the entrance
hall or on the stairs." Of cemrse you will find the means to pay the specia ew tax. iOU may not. . . , you can not. . . , you WI not....

. i "J " v '11

In May of 1940 Victor and Eva had been expelled from their house
and forced into one of the Jews' Houses, a relocation which soon was

mandated for all in the ever-smaller Dresden Jewish community. In
these houses the occupants were confined to one room or to very small
apartments, and, by being centrally gathered, could easily be moni-

tored, searched, harassed and, of course, tracked and deported without
much difficulty.
Klemperer's marriage to a pure-blooded Aryan afforded him many

"privileges." Eva's ration card provided her (and with circumspection,
Victor) with less limited access to food and clothng, and made public
transportation available to her. That in the ever more frequent deportation roundups of the dwindling Jewish population he was repeatedly

passed over, was assumed by him (and must be by us) to be exclusively
attributable to his wife's status, which in turn conferred on him the
rank of "privileged Jew."
Early in 1942, and agai for several months in 1943, Klemperer was
labor at snow clearg, later for
conscripted for work duties, fist for menial

simple duties in a factory. In the latter envionment he reported encoun-

whom he described

tering many sympathetic non-Jewish workers, some of

as protecting him against his obvious incompetence at even the most
unskied tasks. Afer the authorities eventualy granted him a work exemption because of his poor health, he was curiously never included in depor-

tation orders that so commonly selected in particular the il and the old.
Eventually, and almost miraculously, however, he owed his life to the

Aled fire bombing of Dresden in February of 1945. It killed thousands
of residents, but it saved his life and the lives of the few dozen Jews then
sti in the city. When all of the municipal buidings and the records they
contained were destroyed, Victor could remove his Jewish star and yellow armband, and he and Eva were among those able to assume new
identities. With the war's end still three months away, however, thee
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months during which the regime accelerated its mad, irrational aim of
total Jewish extermination, it became essential for them to leave the city

in which Victor could at any moment be recognized as Professor
Klemperer, and to remain away unti their safe return could be assured.
Their odyssey, by train and bus, on rides provided by strangers in
cars and on carts, but predominandy on foot, took them through southern Germany. Victor and Eva leap-frogged to the sector being controlled

by the U.S., helped in small towns along the way by frends and acquaintances and former colleagues. The diaries' detais of their brief stopovers
in successive smal vilages provide a fascinatig and revealing portrait of

the chaos and consequences of a war's end. Memory suddenly dims for
the vanquished, and recollections disappear for the collaborators. The

fall of Nazism, in the ultimate irony, meant that to be Jewish was the
password to acceptance, while the Jewish star had become almost a
heroism, one that Victor did not hesitate to use to advantage.
Afer the German surrender, the Klemperers' return trip to Dresden
was alternately obstructed and aided by American bureaucrats and miltary personnel (about whom Klemperer occasionally expresses unknd
supercilious thoughts). Not too far from home they entered the Russian
badge of

zone (soon to be part of East Germany) and had scattered encounters

with Soviet soldiers (though Klemperer's invidious observations about
them are not substantiated by anecdotal evidence). These diaries, and
Victor and Eva's journey, conclude in Dälzschen, as the Klemperers
return to, and once again take possession of, their beloved litde house.

Klemperer soon joined the Communist Party, despite the severe
criticism he continued to make of Russian policy, and the parallels he
saw between Nazism and Communism. In his preface, Martin Chalmers
observes:
There are. . . reasons. . . that persuaded Klemperer to join the

Communist Party. One was very practical. To get full recognition as a
"victim of

Fascism" he had to join a political party.

In 1947, indeed, he was reappointed a professor at Dresden's

Technical University, and in subsequent years accepted other professorial positions and honorary degrees. He continued with his journals

throughout his life, until his death in 1960. Whle a German edition of
the entries of post-war 1945 is available, we do not yet have the records
of the final years, though they are being prepared for publication.
There has been controversy in the interpretation of the diaries. In contrast to those for whom much of the diaries' record confirms that
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Goldhagen was right in his thesis that the ordinary German was a "willing executioner," there are just as many who conclude, on the basis of
other entries, that there were average Germans, who, though perhaps

wilfully ignorant of the horror, were, when confronted individually,
able to display kindness, psychological support, and, in more than isolated circumstances, some quiet heroism.
In a carefu reading of the books we find (as ths reviewer can con-

fim) that even among the SS there were occasionally those who looked
the other way, whie thoughout the long twelve years covered by the
diaries, Klemperer cites repeated instances of good deeds by neighbors,
shopkeepers, professionals and even casual passersby. On the other hand,
there were gratutous acts of savage cooperation, also by average citizens;
there was casual, superfluous brutalty by others, especialy by the young;
and there were the smal, deliberate blows of humiation that daiy continued to invade the soul and poison the will of the ever-dimitUshing

Jews that tred clinging to life.
So there is a balance. Faced with the horror that the diaries substan-

number of

tiate, some readers may not be able-or willng-to suspend their belief
in mass guilt. Others can cite as evidence for individual, rather than
mass, culpabilty, entres that describe non-Jews risking fines or imprisonment (or worse) by extending ilegal assistance.
A balance must extend also to our assessment of Klemperer. Yes,

ths reviewer sees Victor Klemperer as arrogant, self-centered, and blind

to his shortcomings. But the power of the diaries makes the personal
shortcomings irrelevant, for they do not impinge on the dreadful truth
of the written words.

Jewish Writers/Irish Writers: Selected Essays on the Love of
Words

by MAURCE WOHLELERNTER

(New Brunswick & London, Transaction Books, 2000),
196 pp.

Reviewed by

Moshe Kohn

When I was book-review editor of The Jerusalem Post in the 1970s, I
tried to devote much of the space at my disposal to what one member
of my "stable" of reviewers disparagingly defined as "The Elephant and
the Jewish Problem."
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What kid of book-review section did I seek to run? First and foremost, with the limited number of qualty Anglophone reviewers avaiable in Israel, I saw no purpose in trying to compete with the leadig
overseas literary journals and supplements with their full stables of dis-

tinguished critics. Therefore, I tried to get reviewed books that I
thought were likely to be, or should be, of special interest to Israeli
readers in general, but particularly to Jewish readers, who constituted
the overwhelming majority of the Posts readership. Then there were
the worthwhile books of a general nature, but without any obvious,
immediate Jewish or Israeli ramifications-books of poetry by important poets; novels or story collections by serious wrters; historical and

political works-that were being discussed in the major intellectual centers of the world. In such instances, I saw no purpose in merely addig
one more general review of the sort that might have been published in,
say, the London Times Literary Supplement, The New York Review of
Books, Kenyon Review, and the like. I thought the Post ought to make
its unique contrbution to the critical discussion by having its reviewers

treat the book not only as regards its intrnsic value, but also, wherever
appropriate, from an Israeli and/or Jewish perspective.

I felt that just as there were respectable, distinguished literary critics
who brought to bear their American or British or French, and Catholic
or Existentialst or Marxist, perspectives on their discussions of novels,

histories, political treatises, and even poetry, so might Israeli Jewish crit-

ics view books from their particular perspective. Indeed, I felt that
doing so was the obligation of an Israeli Zionist English-language
newspaper-the only one at that time, and which also published what
was then the Posts "Overseas Airmail Edition."

Curiously, I enjoyed very litde success. A distinguished professor of
history who undertook to review a certain work after 'apparendy agree-

ing with my approach, gave me a vitriolic dressing down when I
returned his review because it had not said a single word about the
"Jewish angle," which was highly relevant to the subject of the book.

Even a kippa-wearing Orthodox professor of literature-the abovementioned disparager of my suggestion-feared that doing what I
requested in his reviews of novels would diminish his stature in the eyes
of his colleagues.
I see ths person's reaction to my request, as well as the simiar reac-

tion of most of the other reviewers to whom I broached it, as having a
twofold self-denigratig implication. Firsdy, it implied that Jewishness and
Judaism have nothg to do with a world outlook, a vision of life, and are
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birth and a pointless code ofritual observance. Secondly, it implied that an Israeli Jewish reviewer must
treat his subjects primary from a unversalstic perspective, and only secondary-if at al-may he bring his Israeli perspective to bear.

no more than an unfortuate accident of

It thus gives me great joy to say that in the book under review, Rabbi

Professor Maurice Wohlgelernter offers us further proof, if further
proof be needed, that there is, indeed, a Judaic vision. The book shows,
moreover, that it is possible to enhance one's critical faculties by apply-

ing ths vision. Finally, it shows that ths vision provides perspectives no
less vald than those traditionally acceptable to the academic and liter-

ary-critical establishments, and that these perspectives can give us
insights no less significant than those of the others.

Indeed, as a member of the Jewish faith-people that is still under
gain-in mor-

siege everywhere and living in a homeland that is stil-a

tal danger, I consider it a matter of physical and spiritual pikuah nefesh

to examine thngs through the prism of the Judaic vision in order to
gain the insights that ths vision makes possible.

This book is also further proof, if further proof be needed, that
Wohlgelernter is the man to guide us to those insights. He succeeds as
brilliandy as he does at this task, of course, because of his broad and
profound knowledge of, and empirical experience with, the Judaic tradition (as a disciple of the Rav and as a communal rabbi), and because
of his equally broad and profound familarity and experience with the
arts of writing and reading (as a seeking and articulate individual and
as professor of English and the humanities at universities in the U.S.
and Israel).

Jewish Writers/Irish Writers is a collection of essays previously published
in various journals, including Tradition. Indeed, a good place to start
ths review is Wohlgelernter's comments, first published in these pages

three decades ago, on two autobiographical works: critic-editor
Norman Podhoretz's Making It and teacher-comedian Sam Levenson's
Everything But Money.

Norman Podhoretz and Sam Levenson in one breath?! Can
Wohlgelernter be serious? He himself introduces his comparison by asking the devil's question: "How is it possible to compare say, the meascritic of his day
and professor at Cambridge where Podhoretz studied J rhetoric with the
ured cadences ofLeavisian (ER. Leavis, a leading literary

prosaic comments of a former high-school teacher of Spanish?"-
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Podhoretz-"bright, sharp, precocious-who brashly invaded the New

York literary world and, with the proper help, won the batde," with
Levenson, then an "established comic moving in . . . cafe society."

Wohlgelernter is indeed serious, as only a man of his erudition and
Judaic vision can be. We have here two chidren of poor Jewish immigrant
familes-Podhoretz's in Brownsvile and Levenson's in Harlem, when

both of these New York City neighborhoods had vibrant Jewish communties. (Aside: Brownsvie then had a Herzl Street, and Harlem had a yeshiva, known-yes-as Yeshiva de-Harlem.) Both men "made it to the top of
their professions"-Podhoretz as a much-sought literary critic and eventu-

aly editor of the prestigious Commentary magazine, and Levenson as "a
funny man appearg on al the major networks of the countr."
today is much more sensitive and articulate regarding Jewish concerns than the Norman Podhoretz of Making
earlier Podhoretz, Wohlgelernter notes,
"deliberately cut himself off from his parents and what they represented. . . . Hence, when his mother saw him in all his glory as wrter and
The Norman Podhoretz of

It appears to have been. The

editor, she could hardly recognize him." Wohlgelernter quotes Podhoretz's observation that his mother perceived that "whereas Jewish
sons who grow up to be successes in certain occupations usually remain
fied in an accessible cultural ethos, sons who grow up into literary successes are transformed almost beyond recognition and distanced almost
beyond a mother's reach."
Wohlgelernter now comments: "But distance, however commendable to aesthetics, is not, needless to say, indigenous to a Jewish ethos.
For such distance separates one not only from his past but also from his
present, and perhaps even from himself."
Levenson, on the other hand, nostalgically and proudly boasts that
in his chidhood home he "was heir to an ancient tradition of learning."
He recalls his mother's lighting of the Shabbat candles on Friday

evening, a moment when he and his siblings "could feel the metamor-

phosis of a weekday into a holy day. . . ."
Wohlgelernter also refers to Levenson's "warm and immensely

accurate description of the seder night... It shows a man who, despite
all his fame, could stil claim, during the retellng of the Exodus, that he
'belonged to history and history belonged to (him). '"

If this and other observations of Levenson's regarding education
and the simple virtues amount to lowbrow sentimentalism, WoWgel-

ernter writes, then perhaps it is precisely this '''sentimentalism' of
home, of respect for parents, teachers, learning, and the absolute need
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to clean up the dirty places left by some students and their instructors

who claim to be 'highbrow' (that) might be the crying need of our
time." That is a comment sti timely three decades after it was wrtten.
As I noted above, Podhoretz ultimately did not separate himself
"from his present" or "from himself." And Wohlgelernter clearly states
that Levenson's book "lacks the style, grace, learning, and literary significance" ofPodhoretz's.

Wohlgelernter also discusses several works of fiction and non-fiction on the
Holocaust; works by American Jewish novelists Saul Bellow, Phip Roth,

Herbert Gold, and Robert Kotlowitz; Irish writers Frank O'Connor,
Brendan Behan and (American) Peter Ham; and several autobiographical
works in addition to those of Podhoretz and Levenson. He also gives us a
briant and laudatory comparson of two works on the Mendel Beilss

case (and on anti-Jewish blood libel and anti-Semitism in general),

Maurice Samuel's historical work, Blood Accusation, and Bernard
Malamud's novel, The Fixer.

Wohlgelernter tells us: "Malamud, sensitive to history as well as art,
understood, deep in his creative conscience, that suffering for all
mannd alone cannot be equated with Jewishness. Nor is it the suffer-

ing of humiiated egos or the gnawing fears of poverty that makes one a
Jew. It is the suffering of violence just for being a Jew, for being of the
tribe of Abraham, for entering the covenant of being different-that is
the distinguishing mark of J ewishness (italics all his). . . ."
In a certain respect, the piece de resistance of the book is Wohlgel-

ernter's scathng open letter to Ad Goldman, former New York Times
star and now a professor at Columbia University's journalism school, on
his autobiographical The Search For God at Harvard. In this book,

Goldman tells of the role his year at the Harvard Divinity School played

in shaping his adult oudook and his journalistic ethos.
It must have hurt Wohlgelernter to write ths letter, because of his
and
close association with Goldman's family. However, being the Jew

teacher he is, he apparently could not remain silent in the face of
Goldman's hutspa.

Goldman, himself an alumnus of Yeshiva University and the son
and nephew of distinguished alumni, describes himself as a "Sabbath

observer," And yet gives himself a hetter to hurry downtown one
Shabbat morning to do a story on the death of a famous personage in
the bosom of his mistress. "I have a moral responsibilty," Goldman

writes, "to report the news, and Jewish law might have to bend to
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accommodate my vocation." Wohlgelernter comments: "A glaring
the Div School's 'religious relativism.'"
In my own close to fift years in journalism, I have heard many pretentious proclamations about the nature of my profession. But Goldexample of

man's is the first suggestion that Jewish journalists have an automatic

dispensation to profane Shabbat on grounds tantamount to that of
pikuah nefesh.
I have two minor criticisms of Jewish Writers/Irish Writers. Because

of the title, I expected more than three brief chapters, covering a mere
23 pages, on Irish writers. I also thought I would find some treatment
of the affinity that has been noted between Irish writing and Yiddish
writing. I also think that Wohlgelernter peppers his writing with too
many allusions, in quotation marks, cited from the works of many other

writers. He is a fine enough artist to rely on his own words and the
phrases he himself shapes.

Rational Rabbis by MENACHEM FISCH

(Indiana University Press, 1997), 263 pp.
Reviewed by
Moshe Koppel

In the phiosopher Karl Popper's idealization of the scientific process,
all scientific claims are offered as tentative hypotheses to be replaced by

other (equally tentative) hypotheses when they are falsified, i.e., contradicted by observed facts. In Rational Rabbis, Menachem Fisch argues
that, at least according to one view, ths tentativeness is a feature of the
halakc process as welL.

Fisch contrasts two views of the halakhic process which he calls
"traditionalsm" and "anti-traditionalism," respectively. As Fisch defines

them, traditionalists are "unflinchingly dogmatic in preserving their
legacies." In contrast, anti-traditionalists (the good guys) view the Oral

Torah as "at all times the tentative, hesitant, conjectured product of

ongoing human exegetical and judicial reasoning" which must be
"troubleshot" when laws prove to be inadequate. Fisch is aware that
there is no accessible halakhic "reality" against which to test halakc
hypotheses in the way that there is a physical reality against which to

test scientific hypotheses. He argues, however, that Popper's notion of
falsification can be generalzed to a notion of "failure of (a) system to
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achieve its intended goals" which is applicable to halaka. What these

"intended goals" might be in the case of halakha he does not say.
Fisch argues that a clear understanding of the distinction between
traditionalism and anti-traditionalism is essential for an understanding
of various halakc and meta-halakc discussions in talmudic literature.
More controversially, Fisch argues that the anonymous framers of the
Talmud Ba17li were trying to convey an anti-traditionalist message to
the discerning reader; the very form of argumentation of the Bavli is

meant as a lesson in subversiveness. Fisch attempts to prove his case by

marshalling several related talmudic stories in which the Tannaim
themselves reflect upon the halakhc process. He also analyzes in depth
one technical halakhic sugya in the Bavli in which he finds support for
his case implicit in the very framing of the sugya.
The strongest part of the book is Fisch's juxtaposition of a number

of well-known aggadot associated with the mini-revolt against Rabban
Gamliel in post-hurban Yavneh. These include R. Elazar ben Azaria's

opening of the academy to al who wished to study (Berakhot 28a), the
collection of halakhic traditions which formed the basis of Tractate
Bduyot and the voting upon them (Berakhot 28a), the rejection of R.

Eliezer's tradition (and divine intervention on its behalf) in favor of
majority vote in the case of tannuro shel akhnai (Bava Metsia 59b), R.
Yehoshua's public acceptance of Rabban Gamliel's ruling against R.
Yehoshua's reasoned arguments (Rosh Hashana 25a), R. Eliezer's cursing of his students for reporting as a result of a vote a law which he had
actually received as a tradition (Hagita 3b), and others. Fisch analyzes
each of these stories thoroughly, takng careful note of variant readings

and other linguistic subdeties. What emerges is a clear picture of two
schools of meta-halakhic thought: the school typified by R. Eliezer
which emphasizes above all the reliable transmission of tradition and
the school typified by R. Yehoshua which emphasizes proper legislative
procedure. Fisch's conclusion that these schools can be identified with
those of traditionalism and anti-traditionalism (as he defines them)
takes a great deal for granted, however. We do not know that R. Eliezer
rejects all possible criteria for falsification and we certainly do not know
that R. Yehoshua would consider rejection of an uncontested, unambiguous tradition. Fisch's tendency to exaggerate the gap between what
might more apdy be called "conservative" and "progressive" schools is
a serious flaw which we will discuss further below.
In the most sustained single argument in the book, Fisch argues that a

careful analysis of the sugya in Berakhot 19b reveals a hidden anti-tradi-
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tionalist agenda in the Bavli. In order to do justice to Fisch's argument
we must consider it in some detaiL. The mishna states that "one whose
dead lies before him is freed from . . . the performance of all mitsvot."

Afer some discussion, the gemara introduces the dictum of Rav that
"wherever there is profanation of the Name no respect is accorded the
Rabbi." This is taken by the gemara to mean that kavod ha-beriJot does

not constitute a basis for violation of the law. The gemara then cites five
beraitot, each of

interpreted as being of

which appears to contradict Rav's dictum. Each is then
limited applicabilty so that Rav's law is salvaged.

Fisch points out correcdy that the whole thrust of the sugya and the
somewhat artificial

limitations placed on the rulings of the beraitot sug-

gest that the framer of the sugya viewed Rav's law as a given. The bur-

den of proof seems to have been placed squarely on the Tanaitic laws

even in the face of a merely Amoraic challenge. This, suggests Fisch,
indicates that the framer of the sugya held anti-traditionalist views.

If al Fisch wished to show is that the gemara sometimes does violence to Tannaitic assertions in order to bring them in line with postTannaitic claims (rather than the other way around), examples are plentifuL. But Fisch is shooting for larger game here. He points out that
Rav's law seems here to appear out of nowhere; kavod ha-beriJot had

not previously been mentioned in the sugya. The issue of kavod, claims

Fisch, is relevant only because it is important in the mishna: though
unstated, the basis for the dispensation from mitsvot asserted by the

mishna is kavod ha-berJiot (or more specifically kavod ha-met). Rav's law
should thus be read as a direct challenge to the mishna. This chalenge

remains unmet: the mishna is not included in the list of Tannaitic laws
reconciled with Rav's law. Fisch concludes from ths that the gemara
wished to subdy subvert the mishna in favor of Rav's later dictum.

Furthermore, argues Fisch, it is worth noting the confluence of several curious factors: the sugya hints that the mishna's law is rejected in
favor of a later Amoraic law; the Amoraic law itself refers to the fact that
in certain instances "no respect is paid to a teacher"; in the earlier dis-

cussion, the gemara makes apparently gratuitous mention of two
famous examples of excessive traditionalism (tanuro shel akhnai and the
excommunication of Akavia ben Mehalalel). To the naive reader, says
Fisch, the discussion follows perfecdy ordinary traditionalist lines; to

the more sophisticated reader, however, these factors taken together
point to a sustained, if understated, attack on traditionalism.
We need to consider two questions here. Is Fisch's reading of the
sugya plausible? If so, does his reading sustain his conclusions?
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Let us first take up the matter of plausibilty. Fisch's arguments do
suggest that there is more to the sugya than meets the eye. He is for the

most part a careful reader of the sugya and many of his insights are

extremely intriguing. Nevertheless, his reading is somewhat forced. (In
fact, if Fisch were right that the Bavti has a hidden anti-traditionalist
the advanced reader, then Fisch himself would
appear to be the first commentator to have vindicated the Rabbis' hithagenda aimed only at

erto utterly unjustified confidence in their audience; nobody else ever
got the joke.) First, there are reasonable readings of the mishna which
do not render it in conflict with Rav at all; the mishna may be based on
principles other than kavod ha-beri'ot such as osek be-mitsva (as Rashi

holds) or a special gezerat ha-katuv (as Tosafot hold). Second, there is a
perfectly natural alternative explanation for Rav's dictum being introduced here: In manuscript versions (as well as in versions cited by Rif
and other rishonim, but not in our printed versions) the passage in the
gemara immediately preceding the introduction of Rav's dictum refers
to an instance in which (according to the most natural reading) kavod
ha-beri'ot is insufficient grounds for a dispensation from tefl/a. Rav's
dictum then follows very naturally. Finally, Fisch's contention that the

gemara is hinting that Rav's dictum poses an insurmountable challenge
to the mishna is false in any case. The gemara itself mentions a notion

which can serve as a straightforward distinction between Rav's case and
that of the mishna, namely that the mishna's case, unlike Rav's, involves

merely passively refraining from positive commandments (shev ve-at
ta'aseh). Fisch's rejections of each of these claims are unconvincing.

But let us concede Fisch the details. The real problem with his
argument is that the traditionalist position that is presumably being
subverted by the framer of the sugya is a caricature. Accordig to Fisch,

it is inconceivable that a traditionalist would openly support a later
source against an earlier one. The framer's alleged preference for an

Amoraic source over Tannaitic ones is thus proof of anti-traditionalism.
But nobody has ever held such a traditionalist position. By Fisch's

lights, a traditionalist should regard disputes between later Tannaim
and early Tannaim as equally problematic: his definition of traditional-

ism assigns no special status to the Tannaitic-Amoraic divide. But of
course no such problems are ever raised in the Talmud.
Fisch is absolutely right that sugyot are often framed in a way that
Amoraic positions are preferred to Tannaitic ones. But a realistic tradi-

tionalst reading of such sugyot is easily accommodated. A traditionalist
sanctifies not some recorded, pristine, ancient halaka but rather the
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halaka such as it is practiced in his time. Thus, the framer of the sugya

preferred Rav's Amoraic position to Tannaitic ones because by the time
he framed the sugya, Rav's version had become the established tradition. An extremely straightforward statement of ths traditionalst approach
can be found in Tosafot just four pages before our sugya (Berakhot 15b,

Tosafot-s.v. Dilma). The gemara had attempted to accommodate a mish-

na to the view of R. Yehuda by invoking the principle of hisurei mehesera. Tosafot ask the obvious question: why prefer an obviously forced
reading when an alternative-that the mishna accords with R. Yossi-is

readiy available? To which Tosafot answer: since the gemara eventually
rules according to R. Yehuda, it prefers to read the mishna in accord
with the view ofR. Yehuda.

In short, we harmonize early sources as much as possible with currently accepted rulings. This position is not accounted for by Fisch. His

rejection of an extreme version of traditionalism hardly makes a case for
an anti-traditionalist position that goes substantially beyond the mere
negation of the rejected traditionalist position.Fisch concludes persuasively that Mishna is not a "formative" work in the sense that all future
halaka must justify itself in terms of the mishnayot. He is right in arguing that Mishna plays the role of a "textbook"-an elegant simplifica-

tion of the state of Jewish law at a given time-rather than an inviolable
code. But ths view of Mishna is not part of an anti-traditionalist conception of halakha, as Fisch argues, but rather of a moderate traditional-

ist conception in which tradition is defined as the entire corpus of wrtten and unwritten tradition as it is received and practiced. When ths
tradition does not jive with the plain meaning of a given mishna, the
mishna is simply reinterpreted or ignored for practical purposes.
In fact, when tradition is defied ths broadly, as it should be, the

very distiction between traditionalsm and anti-traditionalsm is seen to
be one of degree rather than of kind. Faced with a multi-faceted tradi-

tion rife with disputes and ambiguities, the traditionalst's act of interpretation and the anti-traditionalists act of "trouble-shooting" are distinguishable only with regard to a single issue: the degree of "innocence"
we require of an interpretation. Specifically, to what extent may the

assumptions we bring to bear in interpreting halakha be consciously
drawn from outside the tradition itself? This question lies at the core of
virtually all the major contemporary meta-halakhic squabbles and
deserves focused attention. Fisch's anti-traditionalst would presumably
answer the question with an enthusiastic "to a very large extent." But
Fisch scarcely makes a case for ths position.
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In sum, Fisch has written a fascinating and original book that argues
convincingly against the view that Oral Torah evolves only through
accretion. But he fails to prove that the framers of the Bavli or anyone
else ever held the view that halaka as commonly practiced may be con-

sciously troubleshot to reconcile it with some undisclosed goals. In fact,
I'm not certain he really believes in ths readig of the Bavli. It may be
that Rational Rabbis is written on two levels: On the surface it is a traditionalist work in that Fisch appears to ground his own (anti-traditionalist) view of halakha in the Bavli. But perhaps the author is hinting to
the advanced reader that ths ostensible traditionalism is a mere coverup for an anti-traditionalist agenda: he is not reading the Bavli innocently, he is subtly subverting it. Anti-traditionalism is nothng if not
self-validating.
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