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Laurien Vastenhout. Between Community and Col-
laboration: ‘Jewish Councils’ in Western Europe under 
Nazi Occupation. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2022. Pp. 280. Cloth $99.99.

The actions of the “Jewish councils” established by the 
Nazis in German-occupied European countries consti-
tute one of the most controversial and painful issues 
in both the historiography and the culture of remem-
brance of the Shoah. This controversy dates back 
to the years of World War II itself, when opponents 
accused the councils of serving the ruthless oppres-
sor by aiding in the process of isolating and deporting 
their fellow Jews, whom they were supposed to repre-
sent. This criticism found its strongest expression in 
the classic works of Raul Hilberg—who, incidentally, 
later nuanced his position—and Hannah Arendt in the 
early 1960s. In their view, the Jewish councils had been 
willing tools of the Nazis, endlessly accommodating 
the occupier’s wishes with the same spirit of passivity 
and compromising attitude the Jews of Europe had 
used to secure their existence for centuries.

The monolithic and generalizing picture that under-
laid this extremely negative judgment, based primarily 
on Nazi sources, proved to be untenable upon closer 
examination. In reality, it turned out that there were 
enormous differences between the Zwangsorgani-
sationen (coercive organizations) that the Germans 
created in different parts of Europe to carry out their 
policy of isolation, segregation, and eventual extermi-
nation, and which are conveniently lumped together in 
the literature under the heading “Jewish councils.” In 
Eastern Europe, for example, the Nazis opted for local 
Jewish councils, which operated in very different ways, 
while in France and Belgium, national umbrella organi-
zations were created. Thus, the picture of the “Jewish 

councils” gradually became more nuanced, although 
the national and moral perspective continued to pre-
vail almost without exception, as did the strong focus 
on the decisions of Jewish leaders and their alleged role 
in the deportations.

Laurien Vastenhout’s comparative study of the 
“Jewish councils” in France, Belgium, and the Nether-
lands, Between Community and Collaboration, aims to 
break through these limiting perspectives. Drawing on 
a wide range of literature and sources in several lan-
guages, she identifies the specific factors and circum-
stances in which the actions of the Jewish councils in 
each country can be understood, beginning with the 
nature of the occupying regime and the policies of the 
occupiers, but also addressing the composition and 
social and political position of the Jewish communities, 
as well as their place in social organizations and mutual 
power relations.

The composition and position of the Jewish com-
munities in the various countries was very different. 
While the Netherlands had a relatively homogeneous 
and highly integrated Jewish population, the majority 
of Jews in Belgium had lived in the country for only a 
short time and moved mainly within their own segre-
gated communities. France was somewhere in between 
in terms of the composition of its Jewish population. 
During the German occupation, these enormous 
differences were reflected not only in the relations 
between the “newcomers” and the “established” but 
also in the position and actions of Jewish organiza-
tions. For example, the Joodsche Raad (Jewish Coun-
cil) in the Netherlands had much greater control and 
authority among the Jewish community of the Nether-
lands than did its Belgian and French counterparts, the 
Vereeniging van Joden in België (Association of Jews 
in Belgium) and the Union Générale des Israélites de 
France (General Association of French Jews), respec-
tively. And while immigrants from Eastern Europe in 
France and Belgium treated the authorities with sus-
picion, Dutch Jews, who had lived in a relatively safe 
environment for centuries, showed greater trust in the 
authorities. This produced both a far-reaching respect 
for the authorities and greater self-confidence among 
the presidents of the Jewish Council.

Equally important were the differences in the nature 
of the occupying regimes, which created a fundamen-
tally different force field within which Jewish organi-
zations had to operate. The Netherlands, for example, 
was under a civilian administration of committed Nazis 
who, though regularly at odds with the actual executors 
of the persecution of the Jews—the Security Police and 
Security Service (SiPO-SD)—ultimately shared the 
same goal: the elimination of Jews from society. Con-
versely, in Belgium and the occupied part of France, 
which had been placed under military administration, 
there was a constant struggle for power. This was even 
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more the case in the part of France under the authority 
of the collaborating Vichy regime, which incidentally 
also had control over the occupied part of the country 
in civil matters. The Jewish organizations in Belgium 
and France, thus, operated in a much more complex and 
fragmented environment than did the Jewish Council in 
the Netherlands, and as a result, the opportunities for 
delay, sabotage, and evasion were considerably greater 
there. Partly because of this context, a large number of 
Jewish organizations in France and Belgium could serve 
as a cover for illegal and clandestine activities—a fact 
that, according to Vastenhout, should also be taken into 
account in order to arrive at a balanced assessment of 
Jewish Zwangsorganizationen throughout Europe.

By meticulously and systematically weighing and 
analyzing the various circumstances and factors that 
influenced their position and functioning, Vastenhout 
succeeds in providing a clear and convincing analysis of 
the major differences between the “Jewish Councils” in 
the Netherlands, Belgium, and divided France, as well 
as their consequences. In doing so, this study makes 
an important contribution to both the debate on the 
phenomenon of the “Jewish Council” but also to the 
historiography of the persecution of the Jews in indi-
vidual countries. Especially through this comparative 
perspective, it becomes painfully clear why the “effec-
tiveness”—in the eyes of the Germans—of the Jewish 
Council was so much greater in the Netherlands than 
in Belgium and even more so in France. In short, this is 
an important book, as confirmed by it being awarded 
the 2024 Yad Vashem International Book Prize.

Frank van Vree University of Amsterdam, Netherlands 
and Aarhus Institute of Advanced Studies 
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Mike A.  Zuber. Spiritual Alchemy: From Jacob 
Boehme to Mary Anne Atwood. Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2021. Pp. 336. Cloth $110.00.

For much of the twentieth century, historians of sci-
ence dismissed alchemy’s relevance to the Scientific 
Revolution, concluding that it was a tradition unwor-
thy of serious consideration. In the later decades of the 
twentieth century, however, monographs that appre-
ciated the significance of alchemy in occult culture, 
court patronage, even in Sir Isaac Newton’s chemical 
work, brought a new respectability to the tradition. 
At the turn of the twentieth century though, a new 
approach to alchemy, known as the “new historiogra-
phy of alchemy” was developed by Lawrence M. Prin-
cipe and William R. Newman. In powerful monographs 
and articles, they argued convincingly that some alche-
mists engaged in their work with remarkable precision 
and method, such that their work did indeed deserve 
to be appreciated within one of the most significant 

revolutions of humanity. They did aver, however, that 
the religious significance of alchemy had been exagger-
ated, that the religious imagery alchemists employed 
were, among other things, mere tropes and rhetoric. 
There was of course, literature that took issue with 
that conclusion, literature that took seriously the reli-
gious expressions that appear in some of the extant 
alchemical texts, literature of which, in the interest of 
full disclosure, I was a part.

In Spiritual Alchemy: From Jacob Boehme to Mary 
Anne Atwood, Mike A. Zuber hopes to resolve this 
historiographical divide. He describes this debate as 
“a long-standing tug of war regarding the essence of 
alchemy… To transcend this futile contest, we need 
to adopt the perspective of an impartial observer and 
identify alchemy itself as part of the game: it is the 
rope. Even as the teams pull it toward the ‘science’ or 
‘religion’ side, they both hold on to integral, if different 
parts of the same rope” (6).

Zuber’s proposed resolution is very precise. His 
focus on “spiritual alchemy” is crucial because the 
phrase emphasizes early modern perceptions of spir-
itus. “Spiritus vacillated between the divine and the 
physical, between medical and theological anthropol-
ogy between the matter of heaven and the products of 
the alchemist’s distillery” (8). Further, the spiritual 
alchemists he pursues were grounded in Lutheran 
theology—particularly Luther’s contention that the 
body of Christ is present in all things on earth. So 
when spiritual alchemists discussed their alchemical 
rebirth, they were convinced their spiritual/alchemical 
exercises “implanted with them a new body consisting 
of a subtle, imperceptible, and unquantifiable mat-
ter” (198). Further, this spiritual alchemy was born, 
developed, and flourished at the same time laboratory 
alchemy was seriously pursued (198). Indeed, Zuber 
explains the preservation of spiritual alchemy pre-
cisely because it could be correlated to the laboratory 
practice of alchemy (199). Thus, Zuber’s argument 
rests on his insistence that when alchemists in these 
centuries correlated their work with Lutheran theo-
logical concepts, they assumed the vacillation between 
the divine and the physical inherent in spiritus. Zuber 
contends that, “spiritual alchemy came to be viewed as 
literally describing the physical transformation of the 
human body through rebirth in this life, culminating 
in resurrection at the Last Judgement” (11). Thus, the 
physical transformation Zuber has discovered is not 
one of lead into gold but of a corrupt human body into 
a purified one.

Spiritual Alchemy is an exquisite example of the his-
tory of an idea. Zuber identifies the origin of spiritual 
alchemy and patiently tracks it as the idea was passed 
from generation to generation with remarkable con-
sistency. Zuber dates the beginning of the spiritual 
alchemy of rebirth in Germany in the 1590s, when new 
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