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INTRODUCTION

David N. Myers

then a young Jewish historian, published a provocative essay,

“Ghetto and Emancipation,” whose echoes continue to reverberate
powerfully to this day. This early essay contains in concentrated form
many of the important themes that would mark Baron’s thought
throughout his extraordinary career.' The urgent desire to abandon an
excessively gloomy view of Jewish history, which Baron designated the
“lachrymose conception” of Jewish history, makes its first appearance in
the concluding line of “Ghetto and Emancipation.” Baron was
especially intent on overturning the “traditional view” alluded to in the
article’s subtitle—the ubiquitous distinction made by Jewish historians
between “the black of the Jewish Middle Ages and the white of the post-
Emancipation period . . .”* According to Baron, this historiographical
tendency, born in the formative generations of Jewish historiography in
nineteenth-century Germany, was woefully misleading. The Jewish
Middle Ages were not a source of unending misery. Not only did
medieval Jews possess “more rights than the great bulk of the
population,” but the Jewish community “enjoyed full internal
autonomy.™ This latter privilege issued naturally from the corporatist
order of medieval feudalism. Conversely, it stood in direct conflict with
modern theories of governance in which the State demanded a direct
relationship with the individual subject-citizen. Ironically, Baron
couples his retreat from the lachrymose conception of the Jewish Middle
Ages with a decidedly lachrymose view of Jewish modernity. Indeed, he
takes fierce exception to those Jewish historians who celebrate the
advent of Jewish political emancipation as “the dawn of a new day after
a nightmare of the deepest horror.””

Baron’s strictures in “Ghetto and Emancipation” point to the
disturbing and disabling effects of the emancipatory process: the loss of

I[t was some seventy years ago, in 1928, that Salo Wittmayer Baron,
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communal autonomy, the assumption of new and onerous obligations
imposed by the state, the evisceration of the national component of
Jewish identity, and the recasting of Judaism into a narrow confessional
mold. Hovering above Baron’s essay is the spirit of Count Clermont-
Tonnere, a delegate to the French National Assembly, who declared in
1789 that “the Jews should be denied everything as a nation, but granted
everything as individuals.” This statement epitomizes Baron’s sense of
the deep structural flaws of Jewish modernity—specifically, the
imperative to surrender all but the most meager vestiges of communal
identity in return for individual political rights.®

Of course, Baron was hardly the first thinker in modern times to call
attention to the hazards of emancipation. Reticence about a new
transformative politics surfaced in the midst of the very Enlightenment
movements that agitated for it. Such diverse eighteenth-century figures
as Rousseau, Burke, and Hamann shared a concern over the loss of
tradition, community, and a secure sense of the past, which was
seemingly mandated by the new liberal creed. For some, such as the
Gemman Counter-Enlightenment thinker Johann David Michaelis, it was
the emancipation of the Jews itself that signaled the corrupting influence
of liberalism on German group integrity.’

Notwithstanding these conservative critiques, the tenets of political
liberalism not only were validated by the French Revolution, but served
more broadly as pillars for a sweeping process of embourgeoisement in
nineteenth-century Europe. And yet, voices of dissent were never stifled.
In fact, Carl Schorske notes the irony that in Austria in the last quarter
of the nineteenth century, “the program which the liberals had devised
against the upper classes occasioned the explosion of the lower.”® The
resulting radicalization led to a dizzying proliferation of new anti-liberal
ideologies—socialism, ultra-nationalism, anti-Semitism—all of which
were sounded in a shriller and “sharper key” than previous political
expressions.”

To the extent that no group had invested more faith and goodwill in
the Enlightenment project than the Jews, the resulting “failure of
liberalism left the Jew a victim.”'° One of the most noteworthy Jewish
“victims” was Theodor Herzl, whose grandiose vision of cultural
ecumenism between Jews and Europeans was shattered by the Dreyfus
Affair in 1894. For Herzl, the Jewish response to the anti-
Dreyfusards—and the unfortunate but inevitable response to Count
Clermont-Tonnere—was to affirm precisely that which had been
discarded one hundred years earlier: Jewish national identity. The
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Zionist program announced in Herzl’s Der Judenstaat of 1896 was thus
a blueprint for a reconstituted Jewish national community. Even though
the political form of this community was to resemble a bourgeois Central
European state, Herzl’s Zionism demanded the end of Jewish existence
in Europe, and thus signaled the loss of a certain liberal innocence for
the Jews.

Salo Baron knew well the formative Viennese environment in which
Theodor Herzl’s illusions were fostered. Baron studied at the city’s
university, where he earned three doctorates. He was well aware of the
city’s longstanding infatuation with anti-Semitism, epitomized by the
election of Karl Lueger as mayor in 1895. No doubt, he was also aware
of the ironic effects of anti-Semitism in reversing the Jewish march to
assimilation. Yet, he did not choose to follow in Herzl’s Zionist
footsteps. Nor did he give voice to the negative consequences of the
Jewish entry into modernity while in Vienna. Rather, he wrote “Ghetto
and Emancipation” in New York, far from the highly charged
environment of Central Europe. America clearly offered a more stable
Jewish environment than Europe to him and many others. But it
possessed its own, more subtle dangers. Indeed, it was precisely the
absence of a deeply rooted anti-Semitic political culture in America that
intensified the appeal of social integration for Jews."" Conversely, it was
the imperative of assimilation, as reflected in the pervasive metaphor of
the melting pot, that threatened the strong communal, ethnic, and
religious loyalties of new Americans. From this perspective, New York
of the 1920s was a quite logical venue in which to confront the perils of
assimilation, if not the larger triumphalist myth of Jewish modernity.

Baron’s concerns were not expressed in a conceptual vacuum. A
series of trenchant American critics had expressed dissatisfaction with
the “melting pot™ model for at least a decade. Indeed, cultural pluralists
like Horace M. Kallen, Randolph Bourne, and Judah L. Magnes refused
to surrender the potential benefit of group rights. They preferred the
model of a “symphony” of nationalities over the “melting pot,” cognizant
that liberal “democracy has the tendency to level all distinctions, to
create the average type, almost to demand uniformity.”'? Baron stood
upon this foundation of criticism in “Ghetto and Emancipation.” Unlike
the cultural pluralists, he offered no political prescriptions. But he did
share their fears about the insidious consequences of apparently
benevolent processes of social amelioration. He exhibited these fears in
a brief historical essay with judgments as sweeping and reductionist as
those against which he inveighed. Indeed, while challenging the sharp
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and value-laden dichotomy between premodern and modem Jewish
history, Baron substituted his own, somewhat counterintuitive contrast;
his version of modernity became a sort of Dark Age for the Jews both in
terms of their communal identity and their physical well-being.

If Baron overstated his case at times, his considerable erudition also
led him to important insights in “Ghetto and Emancipation.” In
particular, he identified the emancipatory process not merely as the
beginning of Jewish modernity, but as the site of a new and tension-
filled social contract. Under this arrangement, the Jews stood to lose
much—the very core of their group identity—in receiving rights of
citizenship. ~ This exchange prompted Baron to observe that
“emancipation was a necessity even more for the modern State than for
Jewry.”"® Lurking beneath the benign rhetoric of liberalism was a
concerted agenda of coercion.

Many have followed Baron’s direction, most without knowing or
acknowledging his contribution. A particularly intriguing line of 1nquiry
has linked the totalitarian manifestations of the twentieth century,
fascism and Nazism, to intellectual and social transformations in the
eighteenth century. In their famous indictment in Dialectic of
Enlightenment, Horkheimer and Adomo denounced the “repressive
equality” that had its source in the Enlightenment.'* The two German
émigrés attempted to uncover the way in which state action could be and
was justified in the name of the exalted ideal of reason—to the exclusion
of any enduring moral principles.

More recent thinkers such as the Frenchmen Emmanuel Levinas,
Michel Foucault, Jean-Frangois Lyotard, and Jacques Derrida have
further challenged the Enlightenment legacy by questioning its hyper-
rationality. They share a deep skepticism about the Enlightenment
“metanarrative” in which “the hero of knowledge works toward a good
ethico-political end—universal peace.”'® In their challenge to the core
Enlightenment precepts of progress and human reason, these thinkers
have ushered in a new moment of reflection on the project of modernity
itself. According to Lyotard, this moment, marked by a decided
“incredulity toward metanarratives,” merits the designation
postmodern.'® It is in this postmodern age (though not always of it) that
searching reconsiderations of the liberal ideal in American society have
come from a wide array of thinkers ranging from Richard Rorty to
Alasdair Maclntyre to Michael Sandel. One important outgrowth has
been a neo-communitarian ethos in American social and political
thought focused on the reinvigoration of civic virtue and responsibility. !’
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A related though distinct perspective advocates “a consistent and
principled approach to minority rights” within a liberal democratic
order.”® These various political conceptions reflect an ongoing struggle
at the end of the twentieth century to address a question posed two
centuries earlier: how can a group seeking to preserve a measure of
collective identity survive within a liberal society that values individual
rights and obligations above all else? It is this question that Salo Baron
so starkly formulated regarding the Jewish community in his “Ghetto and
Emancipation.” And it is this question to which the current volume
offers a response, or series of fruitfully diverse responses.

I

The origins of this volume are perhaps more mystifying than the
central problem which it engages. One would not necessarily expect that
the grand issues of modern Jewish identity would win a hearing at a
Jesuit university in a small American city whose Jewish community
numbers between three and four thousand souls. And yet, it was at the
University of Scranton that a conference entitled “From Ghetto to
Emancipation: Historical and Contemporary Reconsiderations of the
Jewish Community” was held in March 1995. The conference attracted
a distinguished roster of scholars in various fields of Jewish studies from
across the United States, as well as interested faculty from the host
University of Scranton.

The impetus for a major conference in the field of Jewish studies at
the University of Scranton came from Rabbi Dr. David Geffen. Since
moving to Scranton to assume a pulpit there some five years ago, Rabbi
Geffen has infused a new spirit and intellectual vitality into the local
Jewish community. Several years ago, he seized upon the idea of an
important scholarly event to mark the fiftieth anniversary of the
Scranton-Lackawanna Jewish Federation. After a series of discussions,
he entrusted the task of carrying the plan forward to me, a native of
Scranton and a product of its Jewish community.

Rabbi Geffen’s idea presented me with an opportunity not only to
return to my hometown, but to revisit the predicament of the Jewish
community in the modern age. Growing up in the 1960s and 1970s, [
remember Jewish Scranton as a community of tight-knit social and
family relations, of well-established institutions, and of a clearly defined
sense of group distinctiveness. In visits back over the past decade and
a half, T have encountered a shadow of the community’s former self.
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This is particularly true for the once-dominant non-Orthodox
segment—though much less so for the Orthodox segment which is
currently experiencing a demographic renaissance. However, most
members of the age cohort with whom I grew up have chosen to leave
the embracing confines of the Scranton community for a wider world,
lured by new educational and professional prospects. The result has
been a “graying” of large sectors of the community, prompting its leaders
to ponder the prospects for continued existence. Their concemns are
hardly unique. On the contrary, they mirror the concerns of the broader
American Jewish community for which assimilation appears as the chief
social ill.

When thinking back upon my childhood in Scranton, I do not
conjure up romantic images of a seamlessly holistic community. Instead,
what I recall is the pervasive tension that defined me as a member of a
group whose boundaries were both readily identifiable and yet
permeable. Social relations between Jews and non-Jews, indeed,
between Jews and Jesuits, were so normal as to merit no special
attention. This was the norm for at least three generations, extending
back to my grandparents. And yet, each of the generations possessed an
unmistakable sense of membership in the “community,” affirmed not
only by the defining institutions of synagogue, community center, and
charitable organization, but also by the conscious acknowledgment of
the wider non-Jewish world with which we regularly interacted.

The Scranton experience suggests an important qualification to Salo
Baron’s sharp dichotomy between ghetto and emancipation. Perhaps the
two phenomena, ghetto and emancipation, need not be seen in
opposition. Perhaps the process of political emancipation, and the very
project of modernity itself, were not solely a matter of surrender to the
leveling force of liberalism, Perhaps these processes had a far more
ambiguous character, leading to a multiplicity of outcomes other than the
inexorable demise of group identities. In this regard, one recalls Jirgen
Habermas, whose defense of the project of modernity is “a plea for the
maintenance of its dialectical tensions, rather than for their overcoming
in a perfectly Enlightened form of life,”!

The essays in this volume investigate these tensions from a variety
of illuminating perspectives. David B. Ruderman commences his
evocative paper on “The Cultural Significance of the Ghetto in J ewish
History” by questioning whether the shift from ghetto to emancipation
meant moving “from an inherently bad condition . . . to a good one . , .”*°
Ruderman then proceeds with a brief history of the ghetto idea in Jewish
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thought and historiography, culminating with a critique of the gifted
historian of Italian Jewry, Robert Bonfil. Ruderman eschews Bonfil’s
internalist approach with its emphasis on the immanent allure and
creative power of the ghetto environment. He does not dispute that the
ghetto afforded “a sense of Jewish space where Jews retained a vital
feeling of group solidarity and cultural autonomy.” But the ghetto was
also the arena for “a constant and intense cultural negotiation and
dialogue with the outside world.”!

This important thematic thread in Ruderman’s discussion of early
modern Jewish history is picked up in my own contribution to this
volume, ““The Blessing of Assimilation’ Reconsidered.” My paper
draws its inspiration from a largely forgotten lecture delivered by Gerson
Cohen in 1966 in which the eminent scholar called attention to the
unavoidable and even salutary effects of assimilation in Jewish history.
Rather than dismiss the assimilatory process as an unmitigated evil,
Cohen, and I in his wake, suggest that assimilation can and must be seen
as an important source of cultural exchange and, hence, vitality. I
explore this idea in the context of modern Jewish history, mindful of the
fact that a similar understanding of assimilation prevails in the current
cultural studies discourse of diaspora and transnational identities. My
paper aims to induce a dialogue across fields revolving around the
multilayered notion of assimilation.

Though not directly interrogating the idea of assimilation, Michael
L. Morgan focuses upon a group of highly influential and assimilated
Central European Jewish thinkers in “Redemption and Community:
Reflections on Some European Jewish Intellectuals, 1900-1940.” In this
wide-ranging essay, Morgan attempts to trace a discursive tradition in
which the themes of community and redemption stand in constant and
productive tension. This tradition is located at the juncture of two
important currents in early twentieth-century Central European history:
the pervasive concern with community that followed Ferdinand Ténnies’
renowned Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft of 1887; and the bold new
forms of messianic, and often apocalyptic, expressions to which leading
intellectuals gave voice.? While exposing the divergent perspectives of
such figures as Georg Simmel, Martin Buber, Georg Lukacs, and Franz
Kafka, Morgan notes their shared desire to confront the “crisis of modern
culture” through the categories of community and redemption.

William V. Rowe’s “Difficult Freedom: The Basis of Community in
Emmanuel Levinas” is an interesting sequel to Morgan’s presentation.
Similarly concerned with the link between redemption and community,



Xiv FROM GHETTO TO EMANCIPATION

Rowe’s inquiry into Levinas marks a passage from German to French
thought, and thereby retraces Levinas’ own role in introducing important
German philosophers (i.e., Husserl and Heidegger) into France. Rowe
carefully excavates three layers of connotations of “ghetto” in Levinas’
thought: the first (and most traditional) signifies the largely autonomous
pre-modern Jewish community; the second alludes to the modern ghetto
of alienation created by the emancipatory process; and the third refers to
the “reactionary and anti-semitic ghetto that is based on the failure of
emancipation.” Taking a cue from Salo Baron, Rowe concentrates on
the second ghetto which “represented the effective isolation not of Jews,
but of their Judaism, from Western life and even from the lives of
emancipated Jews themselves.” He analyzes Levinas® diagnosis of and
prescription for this ghetto predicament. Rowe suggests that for Levinas,
a meaningful community, based on “true sociality,” must embody “the
infinity of responsibility for the Other” Indeed, it is in this re-
sponsibility that the possibility for a new, nontotalitarian univer-
sality—antidote to the ghetto of modernity—inheres.

Nomi M. Stolzenberg shifts the focus from post-Holocaust French
intellectual discourse to contemporary American legal thought in “The
Puzzling Persistence of Community: The Cases of Airmont and Kiryas
Joel.” Her concern is the fate of communal aspirations within the
constitutional order of the United States; the prism through which she
contemplates this fate is the case of Kiryas Joel, a Satmar Hasidic Jewish
community in upstate New York, whose residents appealed to the state
to support the incorporation of a public school for its disabled children.
While tracing the legal battle over such support all the way to the
Supreme Court, Stolzenberg juxtaposes the case of Kiryas Joel to that of
Airmont, another New York community which sought to prevent
Orthodox Jews from establishing informal prayer assemblies in their
homes. At the heart of this juxtaposition is Stolzenberg’s interest in the
very nature of liberalism, whose core principles of neutrality and
tolerance seem antithetical to the continued existence of insular, perhaps
even intolerant, communities. Her analysis suggests that “liberalism is
a rich and variegated tradition” which, contrary to conventional under-
standing, allows for the possibility of homogeneous communities
“exercis(ing) political power for their own ends.”

Stolzenberg’s presentation of the struggle to preserve communal
integrity in the face of social and legal obstacles is an excellent
theoretical complement to Arthur A. Goren’s rich historical essay, “The
Rites of Community, The Public Culture of American Jews.” Delivered
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as the 1995 Morris B. Gelb Memorial Lecture, Goren’s paper examines
the way in which Jewish immigrants to the United States sought to
invent new forms of communal identity in their transplanted homeland.
In particular, he focuses on the rituals of moumning and celebration
which American Jews, primarily in the early twentieth century,
developed in order to foster a stronger sense of communal self-worth.
Pervading Goren’s analysis is a sense of the loss of textured bonds of
group identity which immigration to the United States entailed for
millions of Jews. In their absence, American Jews fashioned their own
distinct forms of commemoration as a way of validating their communal
existence. In the process, a Jewish public culture, “fragile and fluid,”
was created which served as “an important arena for self-definition.”

The final paper in this volume is a doubly fitting conclusion to a
volume on the predicament of the modern Jewish community. Michael
Brown’s “Towards a History of Scranton Jewry” sheds light on the
patterns and tensions shaping a small Jewish community in the
alternately alluring and threatening American environment. That the
focus is upon Scranton—and, moreover, that Professor Brown is a
former Scrantonian—seem especially appropriate. Though not a
participant in the 1995 conference at the University of Scranton,
Professor Brown graciously agreed to include his paper on the history of
Scranton’s Jewish community in this book. His paper skillfully mixes
primary research, oral history, and conceptual rigor, and thereby serves
as an excellent model for local history. Further, it provides an arena in
which to explore in concrete fashion the larger abstract problems
addressed in this volume’s diverse and illuminating meditations on
Baron’s “Ghetto and Emancipation.”

I

The final task of this introduction is to thank those who made the
conference, and especially this volume, not merely possible but an
enormously stimulating and enjoyable pursuit. As I have already
indicated, the original inspiration came from Rabbi David Geffen to
whom I remain deeply indebted. At early stages of planning, vital
assistance in conceiving and organizing the conference came from
Sondra Myers. The Scranton-Lackawanna Jewish Federation and its
executive director, Seymour Brotman, were enthusiastic proponents of
the conference throughout the entire process. In addition, the conference
and volume won the unstinting support of the University of Scranton’s
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administration, particularly the President, Rev. J. A. Panuska, S. J.,
Provost Richard H. Passon, and Dean Paul F. Fahey. It is both a pleasure
and a privilege to thank Robert J. Sylvester, Vice President for
Institutional Advancement, and Alan Mazzei, Director of Corporate and
Foundation Relations, for their indefatigable efforts. Alan, in particular,
labored above and beyond the call of duty to assure the success of this
undertaking. On the whole, the University of Scranton’s commitment to
the conference idea, and to Jewish studies more generally, reflects the
genuinely catholic interests of these fine individuals and the institution
they serve so well.

Among the conference’s participants, it is necessary to single out
Professors Elisheva Carlebach and Rela Geften, both of whom offered
important intellectual contributions to the proceedings. The conference
was also graced by the presence of Shoshana Cardin, distinguished
national Jewish leader, whose insights proved stimulating to all in
attendance. Mention must also be made of Professor Alan Mittleman of
Muhlenberg College for his trenchant critique of my and Professor
Stolzenberg’s papers. I would also like to thank Professors Harold
Baillie and David Friedrichs of the University of Scranton for agreeing
to chair two of the conference’s sessions.

Vital financial support for the conference and volume has come
from many individuals and institutions. Among those who kindly
offered assistance were Irwin E. Alperin, Myer M. Alperin, Arley
Wholesale, Inc., Herbert Barton, Richard S. Bishop, Kathy and Seymour
Brotman, Janice and Harris Cutler, David M. Epstein, Rabbi David
Geffen, Mae 8. Gelb, The Golub Foundation, The Grossman Family
Foundation, Beverly and Jerome Klein, Bertram M. Linder, Ann and I.
Leo Moskovitz, Libbye Myers, Sondra and Morey Myers, Paul
Rosenberg, Dr. Stephen 1. Rosenthal, The Robert Saligman Charitable
Foundation, Lewis B. Sare, The Scranton-Lackawanna Jewish
Federation, Margaret and Douglas Sheldon, Reva and Harold Sprung,
The Samuel Tabas Family Foundation, G. Weinberger Company, and
The Isaac Ziegler Charitable Trust.

The University of Scranton Press and its director, Father Richard W.
Rousseau, S. J., have provided a most hospitable and professional home
for this volume. But the volume would not have seen the light of day
were it not for Stephanie Chasin. With her keen editorial eye and
astounding efficiency, she helped transform a series of conference papers
into essays that stand on their own intellectual and stylistic merit.
Penultimately, Bill Rowe has proved to be a wonderful collaborator and
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conversation partner, even in the midst of rather mundane editorial
discussions.

Finally, this volume is dedicated to the Jewish community of
Scranton whose generosity far exceeds its numbers and whose history
brings to life the fascinating and tension-filled predicament of the Jewish
community in modern times.
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