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IN GERMANY ACADEMICS FEEL INHIBITED in talking about Jewish in-
tellectuals.” At first sight, their motivation seems quite unproblem-
atic. No one could wish once again to exclude people who were them-
selves slow to define their identity according to their status as Jews, or
to group them together as an object of study when they had so little in
common. No one can forget the Nazis and the way they made so many
Germans into Jews. It was, however, just this attitude that Gershom
Scholem forcefully attacked when he wrote:

After they had been murdered as Jews, they are now — in some post-
humous triumph — being turned back into Germans, and it suddenly
counts as a concession to anti-Semitic theories to wish to stress their
status as Jews. What a perversion this is, all in the name of an under-
standing of progress that does everything possible to avoid confront-
ing realities.

As if there might not have been other difficult forms of Jewish experi-
ence than those that the Germans created for them!

The researchers whom Scholem castigates try to argue their way out
of their inhibitions. They say: because of the difficulties in defining the
Jews, the most that can be done is to define the way in which they were
discussed and in which they discussed their own situation. For this pur-
pose, they imply, one can use discourse and system theory, that theories
make a convenient distinction between discourses and the people who
use them; but in reality the researchers are prepared to recognize the
power of the various discourses and are not interested in individuals’ re-
sistance to them. The people caught up in these systems are identifiable
only when, as a group, they submit to these discourses. The idea of the
power of systems is augmented by that of identity, an identity without
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which the object of study simply does not exist. This means that one
can speak of Jews only after anti-Semitism has thoroughly and coher-
ently shaped them. The distinction is, of course, an unreal one; never-
theless, the researchers have to watch their research question creating
their object of study and, as critical spirits, they feel that they must pre-
vent this.

Such a distortion of a critical position is possible only when one in-
sists on identity and feels that one must protect those people who did
not achieve this identity from the attention of historians. But what
happens to the suffering of these people and their attempts to escape
their fate? T wish to suggest, instead, a dialectical view: the idea that
even negativity has a reality. All these Jewish intellectuals living in the
Second Empire and in the Weimar Republic were acting within a spe-
cific cultural sitvation in which Jewish traditions were placed against
German traditions, and the decisions they reached had a specific qual-
ity, too. These decisions do not in themselves justify the use of the
phrase “Jewish identity”™: their difficulties give the justification. That is
what I mean by the “reality of negativity.” Of course, these decisions
take highly varied forms, and when one examines them closely — as we
did in Marbach in the symposium “Jewish Intellectuals and Literary
Study in Germany, 1870-1933” — they come down to a series of dif-
ferent biographies, the biographies of individuals who shared the expe-
rience of the problem.

If the historians who refuse to define their theme in this way are
historians of science, they believe that they can use a third argument
beyond discourse and identity: they argue from the autonomy of sci-
ence as a system that simply excludes categories such as “Jewish.” They
argue that it is meaningless in the context of the history of science to
talk of Jewish intellectuals, for the personal difficulties of the Jews (to
the extent they are prepared to recognize these difficulties at all) influ-
enced neither their scientific methods, nor their style, nor their results.
In the halls of academe, they imply, everything is sweetness and light.
But we still have to fight off system theory at this point, for system the-
ory — in a way that is simply not understood in France — dominates
scholarly writing in Germany. Its weakness lies in its inability to explain
the fact that elements of one system can appear within another system
and develop their potential there (I am explicitly talking of cultural val-
ues and of culture in general). The question I would like to raise and at
least provisionally answer in this short paper is: what influence do the
difficulties that academics experience, and the decisions that they are
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forced to take outside the university, have on their activity within the
university?

In every period science develops alternatives that have a certain
steadiness. In the periods under discussion here there is a polarity be-
tween philology in the more restrictive sense of editions, biographical
studies, and the like and the broader sense of philology, in which we
may include Wilhelm Dilthey and Wilhelm Scherer. They combined
factual knowledge with wider philosophical-aesthetic reflections.’ From
that combination developed from 1910 to 1925 what we know as
Geisteswissenschaften.' And the relationship between science and literary
criticism contained a whole range of alternatives.® There was a tension
between the two, for the more intelligent academics knew that there
was a methodologically essential link between literary criticism and its
values, on the one hand, and philology as a discipline or science, on the
other hand. The Jewish philologists, like everybody else, operated in
the space between these alternatives (only in rare cases, such as that of
Jacob Bernays, did they go beyond the alternatives),® but the way in
which they chose between the two is invariably related to their biogra-
phies. Jean Bollack has shown that it was precisely the Jewish former
students of Wilamowitz who made desperate efforts to develop his
philological program, while his German former students indulged their
genius along the lines of Wilamowitz’s much more speculative mode.”
Such choices, however, have significant consequences for the future
history of a particular discipline, even if the options scholars choose lie
within the parameters of that discipline.

Ludwig Geiger (1848-1919), to whom the rest of this paper is de-
voted, ascribed to German culture in general a universalizing force.
Everything that is taken up into German culture, Geiger argued, is
freed thereby of its prejudices, even of its anti-Semitism. (Incidentally,
one finds the same naiveté in Marcel Reich-Ranicki’s autobiography
Mein Leben (My Life, 1999). It is alarming to see how helpless the
Jewish Bildungsbiirger becomes once he has accepted everything that
claims to be culture.)’ Such a culture Geiger sees to be at work in his
discipline, and, as a result, he cannot develop a proper dialectic between
cultural values and his scientific work. In political terms he belongs to
the group Andreas Kilcher calls “the cultural theorists of assimilation.”
He rejects both the anti-Semites and the Zionists, the latter of whom
are, in their own way, also trying to isolate the Jews. His denial of the
antd-Semitism in German culture almost makes Geiger a precursor of
the discourse theorists, at least as far as his program is concerned. But
the limitations of discourse theory are all too clear when one looks at
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how his actions go beyond his program. He is forced into these actions
by his object of study, literature itself, which is hardly short of negative
remarks about Jews. Geiger persists in regarding this literature as part
of a universalizing culture, even though — and this is one of his strate-
gies — he has his favorites among German writers: Lessing and Heine,
for instance. Goethe, however, presents more of a problem.

Bearing in mind that Jewish intellectuals, too, operate within certain
scientific options, we may say that Geiger makes explicit use of the
separation between science and public opinion, the area in which crude
anti-Semitism was most at home. More-progressive scholars tried to
overcome this gap, but Geiger holds back in terms of his methodology,
because he has to protect his position — more precisely, he has to pro-
tect himself and his own loyalty to the Jewish faith. He achieves this
protection both inside the university and as editor of a scientific peri-
odical, the Goethe-Jahrbuch (Goethe Yearbook). I would like to look at
this situation in detail under four headings: his attitude to Judaism; the
“philological triangle” of knowledge, values, and institutions;" his
strategies within his discipline; and, finally, his work on Goethe and the
Jews.

Attitude to Judaism

In 1910 Ludwig Geiger published the biography of his father, the cele-
brated reform rabbi Abraham Geiger, a publication exercise tradition-
ally carried out by the sons of famous scholars. In this biography
Ludwig included the letter written to him by his father in 1866, when
he was seventeen and had just decided to discontinue the study of the-
ology. His father had written:

Unless I am quite mistaken about your intellectual interests, your
studies will focus on nothing other than the following: philosophy,
ancient languages, in particular as they give expression to the most ac-
tive forms of intellectual life, the history of their literatures, history in
general, which is to say the development of the human spirit and in
particular the intellectual movement which Jews and Judaism brought
to mankind. Ultimately there is no difference between that and Jewish
theology, regardless of whether it is theoretically acknowledged or
actually put into practice. In this form you will have got to know it
and, at least, learned to respect its legitimacy."'

The letter goes on to explain that since God’s revelation took the pre-
ferred form of “great spiritual steps” that built successively on one an-
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other, contemporary Jewish theology insisted on an enlightened phi-
losophy of history that — though it was close to German idealism —
had its origins in Judaism. It was from Judaism that the idea proceeded
of “a spiritual power shaping and guiding the unity of the world.”"
Without this idea of God, every culture would lose its sense of purpose.
Abraham speaks of the “monstrosities” that would have to be identified
in the Pentateuch if it were thought that Moses were its sole author."
For that reason Abraham had little difficulty in giving up old ritual
laws — for instance, on diet, circumcision, or prayers such as that call-
ing for a return to Jerusalem." While the father was not forced to sepa-
rate theoretical and practical theology, his son, as a historian of Judaism
and a philologist, would secularize the program. In so doing he was
guided less by that process of the rationalization of religion that Max
Weber describes and at the end of which all religion is transformed into
culture. More important for him is publicly to take away the theoltogical
grounds of Jewish rationality”® but without surrendering its claims to
truth. As a defensive strategy the idea of a culture that generates its
own enlightenment is preserved — at least in those areas chosen by
Ludwig Geigcr: literature and a science based on impartial observation.
Geiger does not define culture, as his father had, as the expression of a
universal idea of God, an idea that comes ever closer to realization
through history. Quite explicitly Geiger opposes to “culture” the (po-
litical and more protective) idea of “confession.”

For times have changed. Geiger’s argument is similar to those of the
majority of Jewish national-liberal intellectuals in the early years of the
Second Reich," and the phrase frequently used by him and others was
that they were “German scholars of the Jewish confession.”” Assimila-
tion, they argued, was a matter for nations and did not concern per-
sonal belief. There was no difference between Jews and Germans: if
differences existed, then they were between Jews and Christians. As late
as 1912, when the pressure on the Jews had become incomparably
more acute, Geiger elaborated his opinions in greater detail as he re-
sponded to a questionnaire, the answers to which were collected under
the title Judentanfen (The Baptism of Jews)." The questionnaire was a
response to the publication in the same year of Werner Sombart’s Die
Juden und das Wirtschaftsieben (The Jews and Economic Life, 1912)
and had been sent to scientists and writers of the younger generation.
One of the questions was: “What would be the probable conse-
quences — in intellectual, political and economic life (or in just one of
these) — of the assimilation of all Jews by means of conversion and in-
termarriage?”"”
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In his reply Geiger strongly challenged the view that such a state of
affairs was desirable. He went on:

But I wish most encrgetically to contest the idea that assimilation
takes place only by conversion or intermarriage. This is a nonsense and
a serious insult to all German Jews who, like their ancestors have done
for the last one hundred years, have already become Germans and
therefore do not need to become Germans again. If assimilation —
and I can attach no other sense to the word — means becoming Ger-
man in habits, language, behavior and feeling, then it requires neither
intermarriage nor baptism.”

By taking up the ideas of the reform synagogue, with its clear belief in
the enlightened evolution of the human spirit, and then applying these
ideas to the German civilization of his time, Geiger was putting himself
in an impossible position. He loses the one authority that could identify
and condemn the monstrous anti-Semitism of German culture and
leaves himself with nothing more than the modest instruments of phi-
lology with which to defend himself.

The Philological Triangle

“Separate issues” — this was Geiger’s method and the principle ac-
cording to which he organized his scientific life. He finds himself at a
specific stage in the history of German philology, caught in a triangle of
knowledge, values, and institutions that, in a consciously subversive
way, he must use to his own ends.

The link between academic research and anti-Semitism has often
been examined. We might recall two particular approaches: first, so-
ciological studies of institutions have explained which values repre-
sented within the university served to block access to these insti-
tutions;”' second, the sociology of knowledge has set out to explain the
development of scientific knowledge and has established, at least within
the natural sciences, that progress is made by specialization and that the
pressure to specialize exists primarily on the periphery of an institution,
whether seen geographically or in terms of hierarchy.” I wish to exam-
ine these approaches in greater detail to show that neither is adequate
for the scientific history of Jewish philologists. One must bear in mind
that in this field the object of study is linguistically and culturally
bounded and, therefore, exposed to the value judgments of other in-
terpreters.
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1. Social history. Monika Richarz’s “Zur Sozialgeschichte der jiidis-
chen Intelligenz und der akademischen Judenfeindschaft 1780-1848”
(On the Social History of Jewish Intellectuals and Academic Hostility
to the Jews, 1780-1848, 1982) analyzes 280 reports prepared by aca-
demics from all faculties, giving their opinion on how adequately indi-
vidual Prussian universities were prepared to implement the legislation
on the Jews promulgated that year. “Privatdozenten,” “auferovdentli-
che,” and “ordentliche” Jewish professors could be appointed according
to this law, provided that such appointments were permitted by the
university’s statutes, on grounds of confession. Overall, the professors
compiling these reports proved to be more conservative than their gov-
ernments, and around half of them claimed that even the restricted ap-
pointment of Jews was incompatible with the confessional nature of
their universities. Their arguments reflect both widely held cultural
anxieties (caused by competition within the profession and the low es-
teem in which it was held) and more general prejudices — for example,
the allegation that Jews did not really wish to assimilate. A professor of
legal history writes:

His | the Jew’s] nationality is most closely connected with his religion,

he cannot be rid of it for as long as he is a Jew. He will not assume

German customs [ Volkstiimlichkeit] to any significant extent nor will

he make use of the rights which are part of our way of life with the

same devotion, love and efficiency as the Germans, nor will he cherish

them and be able to teach them.”

No less cultural in their implications were the warnings against the
subversion of the universities by the atheistic, liberal, and revolutionary
ideas of the Jews -— these warnings were backed up with reference to
the literature of the time. It becomes clear how rigorously the profes-
sors wished to control access to the universities. The sociology of in-
stitutions can identify this situation, but it has difficulties in describing
what these values mean for the life of the universities. For such values
do not necessarily regulate research. Germanic philology presents itself
to the outside world as a national philology, but within individual
teaching seminars it often looks different — less regimented, for in-
stance. Germanic philology does not necessarily identify itself with the
supreme goal of national assimilation.

2. Sociology of knowledge. The institution creates a space that the in-
dividual sciences can use. Shulamit Volkov — her study focuses on the
scientific success of the Jews during the Second Empire — bases her
work on the idea of the quality of universality that characterizes the
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university (or that, as Robert Merton says, represents its highest scien-
tific norm). In this idea she sees the great attraction of the university
for the Jews: “Science seemed to exercise particular attraction for those
Jews whose fathers had already climbed the heights of success. In its at
least apparent universality and in the emphasis it laid on merit and tal-
ent, science seemed to promise a community without barriers, in which
individual achievement made everything attainable: a community which
knew no racial or religious distinctions.”™ Because Volkov restricts her
study to individual disciplines in the natural sciences, and because she
does not study the research itself or read individual publications, her
work relies on a mechanistic reading of an institutional law that we may
summarize as follows: The progress of a science is the result of speciali-
zation. Specialization takes place only at the periphery, defined either
geographically or in relation to the hierarchy of the discipline. Jewish
scholars were forced into specialization. They had to stay as “Privat-
dozenten” for much longer than was normal and, if they were ap-
pointed to a chair at all, then seldom were they appointed at a large
university. At small universities they could continue to cultivate their
previous special areas of research without much hindrance.

Once again, one must ask: Is this true of philology? Is specialization
the .source of institutional success? Is it not rather the case that from
1900 progress in the field depended on the overcoming of philological
specialization (positivism) and the introduction of new philosophical or
methodological positions? Is it not the case that these innovations did
not come from within the university but from the periphery, from
those cultural circles that it was no longer considered desirable to ex-
clude from the university? Philology follows its own rules, inasmuch as
value judgments — whether or not they are intentional — are relevant
to its methodology. In addition, between 1910 and 1925 the history of
the discipline is marked by new philosophical positions (for which
“progress” is not the appropriate word), whose intention is nothing
other than the orvercoming of specialization.” These impulses do, in
fact, come from the periphery, but much less from the periphery of the
universities than from the cultural-literary area (for instance, from the
general philology of Hugo von Hofmannsthat), which was searching
for points of contact with the university world.”

Philologists hold to the scientific norm in that individual beliefs are
not permitted to find their way directly into research. This view comes
out in clear mirror image as we read Nietzsche’s critique: “Historical
culture possesses positive and constructive qualities only in the wake of
powerful new life-forces, for instance those of an emergent civilization:
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that means only when it is directed under the control of a higher power
and does not control and direct itself.”” A basic distinction is made
between facts and their arrangement into systems. Those very values
that, in the eyes of the public, are regarded as the justification of the
subject and are therefore paraded on ceremonial occasions (“Goethe,
the Olympian,” for example), are happily deconstructed in philological
seminars. What Nietzsche called “life” soon assumed national meaning.
Yet, the distinction between the university world and public opinion
remains methodologically unsatisfactory, for cultural values are no less
present in one area than in the other, and it is inevitable that — despite
being discredited within the discipline itself — these cultural values im-
perceptibly become established within the institutions, at least provided
that they are not used directly in selecting the objects of study. In the
age of historicism the principal task is to master the diversity of knowl-
edge: Geiger puts his trust in a culture that structures the world ac-
cording to the values of the Enlightenment, and this is why he fails to
recognize the dialectical link between a German culture riddled with
prejudices and the scientific methods of philology. He fails to examine
his own values not:- because they are unscientific but because they are
the very foundation of his scientific activity.

Where Geiger fights back against anti-Semitic attitudes, he has re-
course to philology and its tricks (for instance, establishing a canon)
rather than attempting to transcend these attitudes from his awareness
of their many theoretical weaknesses. Instead of separating issues, he
knows that he ought to mediate. The self-discipline that this mediation
requires is nowhere more apparent than in the review that he wrote of
Victor Hehn’s Gedanken iiber Goethe (Reflections on Goethe, 1887).%
Geiger distinguishes between what can be said in a specialist journal
and what can be said to a wider public. It is only in the nonspecialist
journal Die Nation (The Nation) that Geiger can respond critically to
Hehn’s introduction of blatant value judgments into a scientific discus-
sion (“Hehn lashes out at the Jews wherever he can,” Geiger writes).
He admits that in a scientific journal he would be less forthcoming: “If
1 praise the work, I am far from agreeing with all its opinions. But the
presentation of this conflict is more suited to a specialized journal.”

But even in those circles he cannot conduct any argument against
the established practices of his discipline. He has only two options if
things should turn against him. His positive option is to establish his
own canon of texts. In fact, early on Geiger makes a special study of the .
role of women in literature and thus creates his own canon. His less
positive alternative is to catalogue instances of anti-Semitism, as if it
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were possible from an aristocratic distance to cultivate objects that de-
pended on him for their survival. The philologist as a collector is char-
acterized by his choice of objects and by his blind faith in the many
ways in which culture could exercise power in science. For most Ger-
mans this “culture” has national implications; for Geiger the connota-
tions are rationalist. Geiger relies on the power of his observing science
to transcend prejudices. If science remains full of anti-Semitism, then all
that is left to Geiger is a helpless and grieving sense of loss, for he obvi-
ously no longer believes in the ability of scientific observation to over-
come prejudice. Indeed, he wrote in his review of Hehn’s book: “If
one reads tirades of this kind in some newspaper article, penned by an
anti-Semitic hot-head, one would hardly bother to shrug one’s shoul-
ders. When you read them in the book of a man of the importance of
Viktor Hehn — a man whom one would wish to respect completely —
then one can feel only the deepest grief.””

Strategies / Habitus

Geiger’s habilitation was as a historian in Berlin: his subject was “Greek
and Roman writers in their assessment of Jews and Jewry.” He found
his. way into a university career and into Germanistik, in particular,
thanks to the explicit support of Wilhelm Scherer, who taught in Berlin
from 1877 until 1886 and helped Geiger overcome the two things that
made him an outsider: that he was a Jew, and that he came from an-
other subject.” In 1880 Scherer ensured that Geiger was appointed
extraordinary professor — the highest rank a Jew might expect.”’ In the
same year Geiger established himself at the very center of German
studies — Goethe scholarship — yet in a position that was both outside
Berlin (with the Jewish publisher Riitten & Loening in Frankfurt am
Main)™ and outside the university, the latter by founding the Goethe-
Jahbvbuch.

Five years later, when the Goethe Society was founded, it had little
choice but to use the Jahrbuch as its house journal.” Even though the
society had no control over the contents — nevertheless, of course, the
Goethe and Schiller Archive regularly used the Jakbrbuch for publica-
tions from its holdings — a considerable subsidy was forthcoming. The
Committee of the Goethe Society had few problems with the arrange-
ment, and it was only Erich Schmidt, a pupil of Scherer’s and professor
of literary history in Berlin, who could not accept such institutionalized
powerlessness. In consequence, his attacks on Geiger became more and
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more virulent over the years: “The Y.book is not in the right hands,”
he argued in 1894, “Herr Geiger lacks the personality, the authority,
the knowledge, the judgment, and the accuracy.” Some twenty years
later, just before his death in 1913, Schmidt persuaded the Goethe So-
ciety to take its Jabrbuch away from Geiger.

Schmidt — the modern “Ladies’ Professor” — framed his attacks

for an anti-Semitic society, even though he himself was probably a bit

freer of these prejudices. After Schmidt’s death a Jewish colleague,
Richard Moritz Meyer, applied for the position and had to hear from
Gustav Roethe about Schmidt’s aristocratic graces. Roethe explained
that the university would rather have a count than a Jew, and — since
there was no other Schmidt in sight — Roethe took the job himself.
Roethe wrote to Wolfgang von Oettingen on 7 July 1913, just after he
had been offered the chair: “I would have preferred them to take Bur-
dach. It is evident thar Berlin has to be represented in the executive,
but I cannot wish Berlin to be represented by Rich. Meyer, particularly
not at this moment — you understand what I mean without having to
go into details. So I will get myself elected to the executive.” And again
on 10 May 1913: “You should not forget that Erich Schmidt had
something if not aristocratic then at least something of a man of the
world about him, he had that easy grace which comes from those cir-
cles and which we scholars generally do not possess.” The truth was
that Meyer was himself “a man of the world,” but as a Jew he had
never managed to be professor, thanks to Roethe’s continuous ob-
struction.”

The generational conflict between Geiger and Schmidt was, at least
in part, a product of anti-Semitism: that is to say, Geiger’s defensive
weakness came from the need to defend himself against anti-Semitism.
Schmidt’s urbanity caused him difficulties in more traditional circles,
which had taken Geiger under their wing. Schmidt demanded that the
Jahrbuch be popular and wanted a public figure to be editor. Such a
representative literary personality should, he explained, be able to in-
corporate all aspects of philological knowledge — a standard up to
which Schmidt himself never quite lived.” Schmidt did not believe that
Geiger was such a personality — indeed, Geiger’s whole approach was
based on a professional concept of truth, rather than on representa-
tion — and Schmidt’s attacks were personal in character. Geiger tried
to make his position impregnable by separating out precisely those
qualities that Schmidt wanted to synthesize. This is evident from the
Jahrbuch, where Geiger kept his two bylines — the general essay and
the scholarly critical treatise — quite a bit separate. Geiger was careful
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to keep his own values out of sight and did not make any general re-
sponse to the attacks, knowing that it would weaken his position to do
s0. The documents in Weimar make this clear. Geiger’s approach to
countering the attacks is unambiguous: to concentrate on the specific
situation and individual issue. It is the exact equivalent of his disci-
plined and defensive personal style in separating out issues, which we
observed in his review of Hehn’s anti-Semitic book.

Goethe and the Jews”

If Geiger wants to talk personaily about his philological concerns, he
turns to the wider public. In Die Juden in der deutschen Literatur (Jews
in German Literature, 1910) he sets out from a defensive position: “I
am not writing here as a Jew, but as a literary historian. As a Jew I am
involved in the topic: as a literary historian 1 have no parti pris.”” He
never expresses his conviction that literature can purify those unformed
dark prejudices that are its starting point, even though he hopes that
such a general conviction can carry him through the party feuding of
the day. Unfortunately, the subject itself kept pulling him down to
earth. Two texts in particular make this clear. These are his study of
“The Faust Legend and Faust Literature before Goethe,” which had
appeared in Westermanns Illustrierte Deutsche Monuts/oeﬁe (Wester-
mann’s IHtustrated German Monthly) in 1889-90% and the more recent
series of public lectures held in the winter term of 1904-5 at the Uni-
versity of Berlin, whose title we mentioned earlier: “German Literature
and the Jews.” Of particular interest is the section devoted to Goethe.*’

Geiger’s method is shaped by the idea that the history of culture is a
process of enlightenment within which individual writers take their
places. Individual works must be placed in a wider context than merely
that of the author and his culture, for it is the work alone that can
bring to light the pure — that is to say, rational — core of its author
and its age. Since Geiger equates literature with reason — at least,
within the historical process — it follows that he cannot separate out
“literature™ (in the sense of a higher power) from the individual works.
In any case, he lacks a theory of the individual work and cannot,
therefore, distinguish among the various forms in which reason may
express itself from one work to the next. As far as the autonomy of the
work of art is concerned, Geiger has no-option but to regard every re-
mark of the author inside the works as equally valid. Geiger is pre-
vented by his determination to think universally from the recognition

GEIGER’S EXPERIENCES OF JUDAISM, PHILOLOGY, AND GOETHE 77

he needed: that even aesthetic objects are less individual the closer they
come to generally held prejudices — in other words, that aesthetic ob-
jects obtain universality only through individual qualities. The step that
is distinctive to the aesthetic process is made up of many small steps. It
would be a long time in the history of the discipline before there was
any understanding of the process by which reason could come to be
seen as part of what Theodor W Adorno (and Peter SZOIldl) called
“the logic of being produced.”

The works themselves show little evidence of either rationality or
unreason. Geiger is, therefore, forced into elaborate reinterpretations
and justifications of difficult works and obscure passages. We now turn
to these reinterpretations and justifications.

Reinterpretation. Geiger regards the Historia von D. Johann Fausten
as a compilation of stories that were in circulation at the time, poorly
composed and in a barbaric language. The puppeteers — themselves

actors of the lowest type, people quite without education or intel-
lect”® — simply offered the basest section of the population a magnifi-
cent theme. The meaning of the theme can be found in the Faustian
character of Faust himself, a character that is marked by the quest for
knowledge. Geiger reads Goethe’s Faust texts no differently from
Lessing’s Faust fragment. The downfall of Faust ordained from on high
was unthinkable. 1t was inconceivable in the age of Enlightenment that
the desire for knowledge could be punished as hubris. In fact, as we
know, Goethe’s intentions were quite different from those of Lessing.
His natural theology has a considerable influence on Faust Part Two. If
the diversity of the world increases to a point at which it is unresolv-
able, then nature intervenes in the form of sleep, unconsciousness, or
death. There is a change of scene and the action continues elsewhere.
We think, for instance, of the scene in which Phorkyas confronts Helen
with the stories that are circulating about her: Helen does not respond
by explaining how all these stories hang together; she falls into a
swoon. This is an aesthetic action of the author’s, which should be in-
terpreted as follows: Goethe fundamentally negates the desire of the
Enlightenment to accept and, within the appropriate limits, to know
everything.” Geiger will not see this, and what he loves in Goethe is his
own vision of Lessing.

Justification. In his lecture on Goethe and the Jews Geiger estab-
lished a number of important facts,” among them Goethe’s study of
Hebrew, his knowledge of the Bible, his occasional Jewish acquain-
tances, the admiration Jewish women in Berlin bestowed on him, his
respect for Spinoza and Mendelssohn. On the other side, no less clearly



78 CHRISTOPH KONIG

Geiger identifies Goethe’s support for a far from liberal law concerning,
the Jews; and he notes Goethe’s early “Jewish sermon” and remarks
?gainst Judaism, such as those in the Wanderjahre. Geiger merely
identifies such elements and does not delve more deeply, in an unde-
fined way hoping that Goethe’s literary involvement with Judaism
would somehow ultimately benefit Judaism. At a more trivial level he
does once blame Goethe’s ill-humored remarks against Jews on a pass-
ing bad mood. Geiger relies on Goethe; and both are wrong, for cul-
ture is too weak to defend itself against its own anti-Semitism. In fact
of course, Goethe does differentiate between Jewish culture and the in-,
dividual Jews whom he happened to meet, whether personally or in his
readings in Jewish history:

These myths are truly great, and they stand at an earncst and dignified
distance from us and maintain the devotion we felt for them in our
youth. As our heroes step forward into the present, however, we no-
tice that they are Jews, and we feel the contrast between the patriarchs
and their descendants — a contrast that confuses and disconcerts us.*®

The Jewish tradition has been immersed in German culture, and
Goethe can accept it in this form. Key concepts are human particularity
and cultural universality. When one looks more closely, it is evident
that Goethe interprets the Jewish stories within his own Christian cul-
ture, mostly according to the oppositions particularity /universality
law/love, and externality /inwardness.* This hierarchy is quite unmjs-’
takable, for instance, in the “pidagogische Provinz” of the Wander-
Jahre (11/2). Goethe’s work is marked by a single construct, one idea
that proceeds from particularity in the midst of pluralism. Ideas are uni-
versal, yet even if literary works are made from them, life and its preju-
dices soon find their way in. They are too weak to defend themselves
against this invasion. Heteronomous cultural values that are taken up
into texts keep much of their old meaning. In his Berlin lectures Gei-
ger’s attitude is both defiant and despairing. His basic conviction —

that literature separates the poet from the mob — is only partly true of
Goethe.

'F{.anslated by Hugh Ridley
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