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Irene Zwiep

Steinschneider’s Piety: a Study in Nineteenth-Century
Jewish Invisible Religion

1. Introduction

Fact: Moritz Steinschneider (Prostejov 1816 — Berlin 1907) was an atheist. In the
prelims to his Hebrew bibliographies he repeatedly stated that he saw religion (Ju-
daism not excepted) as a psychological construct with dubious airs and pretences!.
For him, God was a figment of the imagination and the need for religion was born
from human frailty and constraint. At some point in their lives, he argued, all
humans ran into the limits of reason and had to face the limitations of their own
innate powers of understanding. As a result of this confrontation, some reverted to
scepticism and met the world with a healthy dose of doubt and suspicion. Others
adopted an easy Autorititsglauben, meekly accepting religious fallacies as truth,
while a third category - the horror! - tried to combine theological dogma with
scientific fact into a lower form of religious apologetics®.

Steinschneider himself obviously sided with the sceptics. He rejected religion as
a bogus knowledge system, stressed the incompatibility of Glauben und Wissen®
and dismissed the new rabbinic seminaries, where Wissenschaft fuelled the battle
between Jewish reform and orthodoxy, as a threat to serious scholarship*. Once
institutionalized, he believed, dogmatic monotheism always showed its true bigoted
nature, at the cost of its original humanistic mission®. For Moritz Steinschneider,
who as we shall see was more a Schillerian universalist than an enlightened ra-
tionalist, tolerant secularity was both an academic default mode and a personal
moral choice.

1 For an analysis of Steinschneider’s stance on religion and its motivation, see Irene Zw1Ep, Beyond
Orientalism. Steinschneider on Islam, Religion, and Plurality, in: Ottfried Fraissk (ed.), Modern
Jewish Scholarship on Islam in Context. Rationality, European Crisis, and in Search of Belonging,
Berlin 2019, pp. 201-217.

2 Moritz STEINSCHNEIDER, Allgemeine Einleitung in die jiidische Literatur des Mittelalters. Vor-
lesungen, Jerusalem 1938, pp. 5f.

3 »Religion ist nicht Wissenschaft im engeren Sinnen, sondern im Princip natiirliche Gegnerin
derselbenc. Id., Die arabische Literatur der Juden. Ein Beitrag zur Literaturgeschichte der Araber,
Frankfurt am Main 1902, p. IX.

Id., Die Zukunft der jiidischen Wissenschaft, in: Hebrdische Bibliographie 9 (1869), pp. 76-78.

5  Id, Die arabische Literatur, pp. 2f.
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Fact: Moritz Steinschneider was accused of trying to liquidate Judaism. Wit-
ness for the prosecution was the German-born Israeli historian Gershom Scholem
(1897-1981), who in 1944 wrote a political indictment of the Wissenschaft des Ju-
dentums, the nineteenth-century movement that had sought to modernize Judaism
through critical historicism®. Scholem, who had put his scholarship at the service
of the Zionist project, charged his German predecessors with putting authentic
Judaism on sale in their efforts to achieve Jewish emancipation through assimilation
into German society. In Scholem’s words, they had used their academic skills to
conjure up the image of »a purified, rational Judaism«’, an abstraction that was
meant to go down well with Christian politicians but did little justice to the Jewish
past and present. By creating this apologetic vision they had robbed Judaism of
its nationality and had come close to »the liquidation of Judaism as a living or-
ganism«®. Scholem had never heard Steinschneider actually say it, but he loved to
quote his alleged dictum that the only task left to the Wissenschaft after decades of
philological dissection had been »to give the remains of Judaism a decent burial«’.

The allegation, though unverifiable, certainly is plausible from Scholem’s point
of view. Scholem studied Jewish history to (re)construct an autonomous, national
Judaism, grounded in a lively tradition of Jewish mysticism and spirituality'°.
Steinschneider, on the other hand, abhorred all forms of »sentimental« nationalism,
including Zionism'!'. An inveterate cosmopolitan, he spent his working life trying
to write Judaism not out of Germany but into the world and, by doing so, to create
one open, interconnected, and above all: hybrid cultural space!?. Yet if this cultural
interdependence left Judaism symbiotic and multinational (rather than autonomous
and national, as Scholem preferred), its ultimate aim was to sustain and reinforce
Judaism, not to exterminate and bury it. For Steinschneider, synergy equalled the
vitality, not the end of a culture. For him, the fear of Mischkultur that ran through
Wilhelmine Germany signalled nothing but cowardice and degeneration.

Fact: Moritz Steinschneider was a pious Jew. To be sure, his view of religion as
opium for the fainthearted led him to reject all versions of revealed religion with a

6 Gershom ScHOLEM, Hirhurim ’al chokhmat yisrael (Reflections on the Wissenschaft des Juden-
tums), later adapted and reissued as The Science of Judaism — Then and Now, in: Id., The Messianic
Idea in Judaism and Other Essays on Jewish Spirituality, New York, NY 1971, pp. 304-313.

7 Ibid., p. 309. For an evaluation of Scholem’s verdict, see e. g. Charles H. MANEKIN, Steinschneider’s
»Decent Burial«. A Reappraisal, in: Howard KReIseL (ed.), Study and Knowledge in Jewish Thought,
vol. 1, Jerusalem 2006, pp. 239-251.

8 ScHoLEM, The Science of Judaism, p. 306.

9 Ibid,, p.307.

10  For a recent study, with an emphasis on Scholem as a creator of private and Jewish narratives, see
Amir ENGEL, Gershom Scholem. An Intellectual Biography, Chicago, IL 2017.

11 For Steinschneider’s anti-Zionism, see MANEKIN, Steinschneider’s »Decent Burial«, passim.

12 See below, pp. ###,


Vanessa Weber
Durchstreichen

Vanessa Weber
Eingefügter Text
Please insert page number

irenezwiep
Sticky Note
p. 140–141.


Steinschneider’s Piety ‘ 133

determination that reminds us of Schiller’s campaign for a secular civilization!?.
No denomination could escape Steinschneider’s wrath. The Jewish Reform move-
ment was set aside as a logical impossibility. »Die >Religion« kann nicht >reformirt«
werdeng, Steinschneider wrote, in a sentence that is less noteworthy for its meaning
than for the inverted commas he used to put the concepts of religion and reform
into critical perspective'®. Simultaneously, his insistence on what Lessing had called
Selbstdenken (autonomous thinking) precluded him from accepting religious rule.
While trying to avoid the Scylla of Reform, he would not be caught falling into the
Charybdis of orthodox dogmatism and rabbinic authority.

Still we may assume that Steinschneider’s habitus was moderately Jewish. Upon
receiving Prussian citizenship in 1848, he married his long-time fiancée Auguste
Auerbach (1823-1898). It is safe to suppose that life in the Steinschneider- Auerbach
household continued some kind of informal domestic Judaism as reconstructed
by Marion Kaplan in her 1991 study on gender and Jewish embourgeoisement'®.
The couple’s six children went by the names of Julius, Jacques, Albert, Anna, Jo-
seph, and Max. Judging by the few pictures that we have, father Moritz’s outward
appearance was traditional but not orthodox, as was his daily professional routine.
From 1869 to 1890, he earned a living by managing the Jiidische Méadchen Schule
of the Berlin Jewish community, a humdrum job that sadly interfered with his
research into Jewish literary history'®. During those years he also taught at the
Veitel-Heine Ephraim’sche Lehranstalt, a former beth midrash that had remodelled
itself after the Berlin university in the 1850s and employed various high-calibre non-
Reform scholars, including grandmaster Leopold Zunz (1794-1886) and librarian
Fiirchtegott Lebrecht (1800-1876)".

For all his cynicism Moritz Steinschneider was a man of deepfelt moral prin-
ciples, which he shared with his readers in the introductions to his dry, factual
bibliographies. In the posthumous General Introduction to Medieval Jewish Litera-
ture, the written record of his teachings at the Lehrsanstalt and the summa of his
thought, he explained that the highest form of morality was found in the virtue
of piety (Pietdt)'®. In the modern German lexicon, the Latin pietas had acquired

13 See below, pp. ###

14 STEINSCHNEIDERﬁ‘meine Einleitung, pp. 4f.

15 Marion A. KaPLAN; The Making of the Jewish Middle Class. Women, Family and Identity in
Imperial Germany, New York, NY 1991.

16 In the preface to his Polemische und apologetische Literatur in arabischer Sprache zwischen
Muslime, Christen und Juden, Leipzig 1877, p. VII, we read that Steinschneider had been compiling
relevant material since 1845 and that the manuscript had been ready by 1863, but that »die
Ubernahme einer Schuldirektion« had delayed the definitive publication.

17 See Karl-Erich GROZINGER, Die Stiftungen der preufisch-jiidischen Hofjuweliersfamilie Ephraim
und ihre Spuren in der Gegenwart, Wiesbaden 2009.

18  STEINSCHNEIDER, Allgemeine Einleitung, p. 18.
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a strong religious connotation. In Grimm’s Deutsches Worterbuch the term was
primarily understood as Frommigkeit and taken to express the childish »loving
awe for the numinous and the holy«!®. Given these religious overtones, how did
Steinschneider, who had little affinity with the numinous and the awesome, define
his idea of secular Jewish piety? And how could he avoid it being contaminated by
that other odious sentiment of his latter days: national devotion, aka as patriotism?
In the following I will try to determine what Steinschneider meant by Pietdt and
trace the intellectual roots of his definition. As we shall see, it was by staying true to
his original project of »writing Judaism into the world« that Steinschneider could
reach beyond the religious and the national and dock his Jewish piety into the
universal humanism that he had always held so dear.

2. Moritz in Weimar

»It is a paltry, mean ideal to write for a nation«*°. In a few words this cri de cceur,
penned down by Friedrich Schiller in October 1789 in a letter to his friend Chris-
tian Gottfried Kérner, summarizes the rationale for Steinschneider’s entire ceuvre.
Written in the course of sixty-plus years and spanning thousands of pages, his
writings seem concerned with one thing only: the reconstruction of Jewish literary
history. Upon closer inspection, however, we find that the true focus of his work was
not Jewish national literature but the dynamics of literature per se, as epitomized
by the legacy of the Greeks that had been rediscovered by the medieval Arabs and
preserved for the world by Jewish scholars and translators. On the surface, Stein-
schneider’s work is about sharing bibliographical data. Page after densely printed
page, it deals with the material and factual dimensions of intellectual history: texts
and manuscripts, authors and titles, dates and places, Vorlagen and copies, editions
and collections. Yet its true object is what happens in the spaces in-between: in the
dynamic between the texts, the ways in which they interact and allow themselves to
be translated, their power to revitalize stagnant cultures, and their ultimate sublation
into the Great Library of humankind. Thus, while Wilhelmine Germany retreated

19 »[D]asliebe- und ehrfurchtsvolle Gefiihl vor etwas héherem, heiligem«; Deutsches Worterbuch von
Jacob GrimM und Wilhelm Grimw, digitized version in the Worterbuchnetz of the Trier Center for
Digital Humanities, Version 01/23, vol. 13, 1845, URL: <https://www.woerterbuchnetz.de/DWB>
(2025-03-26).

20 »Es ist ein armseliges, kleinliches Ideal fiir eine Nation zu schreiben«. Quoted in Jeffrey L. HigH,
Clever Priests and the Missions of Moses and Schiller. From Monotheism to the Aesthetic Civi-
lization of the Individual, in: Elisabeth KrRimMER/Patricia Anne SIMPSON (eds.), Religion, Reason,
and Culture in the Age of Goethe, Rochester, NY 2013, pp. 79-98, at p. 79.
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into a single, closed national culture, Steinschneider kept stressing the importance
of international encounter and its energizing effect on all participants involved?!.

For Steinschneider Jewish literature, a corpus long overlooked by rabbis and the-
ologians alike, was the key to this vibrant literary poly-system. Following Leopold
Zunz, he viewed Jewish literature as a multinational, multilingual library that had
always been closely affiliated with the world’s great civilizations*?. He spent a life-
time writing its holdings into their official records. In his catalogues of the Bodleian,
Leiden and Berlin, he identified and described the Jewish tomes in the leading
oriental collections of his time. In his studies on Jewish folklore he unravelled
the interplay between universal memes and particular national formats®. He ex-
pounded the role of the Jews in the transmission of chess (Schach bei den Juden,
1873) and mathematics (Mathematik bei den Juden, 1893). In a time that favoured
the original and the authentic, he studied »derivative« translations (Arabic from
Greek, Hebrew from Arabic and, occasionally, from Latin), hailing the translators
as the real guardians of truth. And while he loathed religion, he devoted many years
to piecing together the theological debate between medieval Jews, Christians, and
Muslims®*. Finally, in his last, most militant days, he even labelled his survey of
Jewish literature in Arabic »a contribution to the literary history of the Arabs«, to
the confusion of reviewer Hartwig Hirschfeld, who subtly hinted that the master’s
advanced age might be to blame for this curious »lapse«?>.

21  For Steinschneider’s thoughts on cultural transfer see Irene Zw1EP, Nation and Translation. Stein-
schneider’s Hebriische Ubersetzungen and the End of Jewish Cultural Nationalism, in: Resianne
FoNTAINE/Gad FREUDENTHAL (eds.), Latin into Hebrew, vol. 1: Studies, Leiden/Boston 2013,
pp. 419-443, at pp. 430-436, and »Beyond Orientalism«, pp. 213-215.

22 E.g.in the early lemma on »Judische Literatur« which Steinschneider contributed to Ersch’s and
Gruber’s Allgemeine Encyclopéadie der Wissenschaften und Kiinste (I1.27, pp. 357-376), translated
and published as Jewish Literature from the Eighth to the Eighteenth Century in London in 1857.
In Zur Geschichte und Literatur (Berlin 1845) Zunz had defined jiidische Literatur as »intimately
entwined with the culture of the ancients, the origin and progress of Christendom, the scholarly
endeavour of the Middle ages [...] sharing its struggles and sufferings [...] but with an organism
of its own« (p. 3). For a discussion, see Andreas B. KILCHER, Die Sprachen der Literatur. Zur
Erfindung der »jidischen Literatur« im 19. Jahrhundert, in: Naharaim 4 (2010), pp. 274-286, and
Irene Zwiep, Writing in a World of Strangers. The Invention of Jewish Literature Revisited, in:
Journal of Latin Cosmopolitanism and European Literatures 7: Classics and Canonicity (2022),
pp. 1-20.

23 STEINSCHNEIDER, Zur Sagen- und Legendenkunde, in: Zeitschrift fiir die religiosen Interessen des
Judentums 2 (1845), pp. 380-393; 3 (1846), pp. 281-290; id., Uber die Volkslitteratur der Juden, in:
Archiv fir Literaturgeschichte 2 (1870), pp. 1-21. See also Cathy S. GELBIN, The Golem Returns.
From German Romantic Literature to Global Jewish Culture, 1808-2000, Ann Arbor 2011, p. 62.

24  »Ich darf wohl nicht erst versichern, dafy meine Arbeit jeder theologischen Tendenze fern steht,
in: Polemische und apologetische Literatur, p. VII.

25 »Itis, however, not quite clear why Prof. [sic] Steinschneider called his work a contribution to the
history of the literature of the Arabs« (italics original). Hartwig HIRSCHFELD, M. Steinschneider’s
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Throughout his life, the open, dynamic poly-system of literature (and, by im-
plication, of society) was a constant in Steinschneider’s work. He had adopted the
idea in the early, optimistic days of Jewish emancipation; by the end of the century,
it had acquired a new, unfortunate urgency. In the face of mounting antisemitism,
some Jewish voices began to advocate a radical retreat from Europe, while others
pressed for total assimilation or clung on to the ideal of plurality®® as a remedy for
discrimination and exclusion. Steinschneider, by contrast, had little trust in the
political impact of his work and knew better than to argue for Jewish sovereignty
or appeal for gentile tolerance. Writing Jewish history, he wrote, was not the way
to correct the antisemites®”. But he did enjoy pointing out, through fact rather
than rhetoric, that Jewish history ultimately exposed every nationalist ideology as
a perversion of human nature and as a cultural dead-end alley. And yes, he knew
that he was preaching to the choir.

Posterity would remember Steinschneider as an inveterate rationalist. In a 1908
obituary, Solomon Schechter hypothesized that Steinschneider, who had been so
impartial that [he] occasionally became unjust«, had »never entirely emancipated
himself from the rationalism of his youth« in maskilic Moravia®®. In 1944, Gershom
Scholem denounced him as one of the chief architects of »a purified, rational
Judaism« that was heading for the grave. And when discussing his critique of
religion, I too have overemphasized his indebtedness to enlightened secularity®’.
Steinschneider himself, however, begged to differ. In a letter to Adelheid Zunz-
Beermann (1802-1874), sent from Prague in the early 1840s, he assured her that
he was »actually not an uptight rationalist«, and who are we not to credit this self-
assessment’? Steinschneider’s individuality, and his inability to »accept any system
in its entirety«®!, indeed suggest a more complex disposition.

»Arabische Literatur der Juden, in: Jewish Quarterly Review 16/2 (1904), pp. 408-413, at p. 409.
Hirschfeld had started by »congratulating the octogenarian on the achievement of such a work
and expressing the hope that his mental as well as physical powers may remain undiminished for
many a year to come« (p. 408).

26  See the plea for Mannigfaltigkeit in Moritz LAzARUS, Was heif3t national?, in: Id., Treu und frei.
Gesammelte Reden und Vortrége tiber Juden und Judentum, Leipzig 1887, pp. 53-113, at p. 93.

27  »Judenfeinde belehrt man nicht, am wenigsten durch Geschichte, in: Moritz STEINSCHNEIDER,
Hebriische Ubersetzungen des Mittelalters und die Juden als Dolmetscher, Berlin 1893, p. XXIV.

28 Solomon SCHECHTER, Moritz Steinschneider, in: Id., Seminary Addresses and Other Papers,
Cincinnati, OH 1915, pp. 119-124, at p. 123.

29  ZwiEep, Beyond Orientalism, passim.

30 Quoted in Ismar ScHORSCH, Wives and Wissenschaft. The Domestic Seedbed of Critical Scholar-
ship, in: Marion A. KapLaN/Deborah Dash MoORE (eds.), Gender and Jewish History, Blooming-
ton, IN 2011, pp.27-43, at p. 32.

31 SCHECHTER, Moritz Steinschneider, p. 124.
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We should be careful, though, not to confuse his aversion to grand narrative with
indifference or eclecticism. Steinschneider’s was an engaged, coherent programme
which upon closer scrutiny seems to have drawn much of its inspiration from a
precedent close to his youth: German (or Weimar) Classicism, a movement which,
like Steinschneider, had chosen not to rely on reason alone and has gone down in
history as a synthesis of late Enlightenment, early Romanticism, and Neoclassicism.
A decisive influence on Steinschneider’s theory of history was its preference for
philosophical Universalgeschichte over episodic Weltgeschichte. Friedrich Schiller
especially had proposed to study the past to find the essence of humankind, not to
force disparate national histories into an »aggregate of bits and pieces«. In May 1789
he famously devoted his inaugural lecture at the university of Jena to this approach®?.
Later that year, in the letter to Koérner quoted at the beginning of this section, he
dismissed all other, less ambitious methods as »a paltry, mean ideal«. For the
philosophical mind (der philosophische Kopf), writing history was not an end
in itself. Rather than trying to document the past, Schiller’s Universalgeschichte
aimed at unravelling the elemental structures of human society in order to create a
better present.

By studying Jewish culture as a part of human civilization to reshape social reality,
Steinschneider’s work on Western literature echoes Schiller’s theory of history. His
strict humanitarianism sets him apart from all other proponents of the Wissenschaft
des Judentums. Not even Zunz, the scholar closest to Steinschneider in age, mentality
and reputation, had been able (or willing) to extricate himself from contemporary
political debate and inner-Jewish polemic®. Their colleagues, many of them Dok-
torrabbiner, had chosen an even tighter frame. Spellbound by modernity’s promise
of progress, they had put their scholarship at the service of religious innovation,
with a proliferation of denominations (Reform Judaism, restorative Orthodoxy,
conciliatory Conservative Reform) as a result®*. In Steinschneider’s opinion, the
rabbinic seminaries that arose around these competing sects represented ever so

32 Friedrich SCHILLER, Was heif3t und zu welchem Ende studiert man Universalgeschichte?, Jena 1789.
The characterization of Weltgeschichte as »nie etwas anders als ein Aggregat von Bruchstiicken« is
found on p. 26. For a rich contextualization of Schiller’s historiography between Enlightenment
and historicism, see the essays in Otto DANN et al. (eds.), Schiller als Historiker, Stuttgart 1995.

33 Zunzsfundamental societal commitment is a leading motif in Ismar Schorsch’s compelling Leopold
ZuNz, Creativity in Adversity, Philadelphia 2016. From the 1850s onwards, he directed his invec-
tives against what he considered the excessive Reform interventions in Jewish liturgy, ritual and
custom.

34  For the seminal persona of the Doktorrabbiner, see Ismar SCHORSCH, Emancipation and the Crisis
of Religious Authority. The Emergence of the Modern Rabbinate, in: Werner E. MossE et al. (eds.),
Revolution and Evolution. 1848 in German Jewish History, Tiibingen 1981, pp. 205-247.
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many self-imposed ghettos®®. For him Judaism had always belonged not to itself
but to the world. By conjuring up an intertextual universe, his bibliographies were
the ideal medium for showing his readers the nexus between national culture and
world civilization and, in passing, between collective humanity and individual
responsibility. If Schiller’s universal history was meant to instil unity and to ad-
vance the ideal of »world peace«, Steinschneider aimed for a Europe that would
accept its Jewish citizens on purely cosmopolitan grounds, not by weighing the
Jews” economic utility or by judging their civil merit.

Needless to say, Steinschneider had no wish to implement, let alone emulate,
Weimar’s aesthetic agenda, nor to refine the movement’s philosophical foundations.
He was a Hebrew bibliographer, not a German poet or a Kantian idealist. Yet in the
spare prose of his prefaces his personal affinity with the German classicist values
of his younger days is palpable. Therefore, at the risk of lapsing into parallelloma-
nia, I will briefly list what I see as the main correspondences, before turning to
Steinschneider’s thoughts on Jewish secular piety.

Firstly, in line with his universalist historiography, there is his insistence on the
fundamental unity of human nature, a basic Enlightenment tenet that was retained
by German Classicism. »It is [a scholar’s] duty, Steinschneider wrote as late as
1902, »to highlight the common element in humanity’s many circles [...] that which
brings people closer (das, was die Menschen einander nihert)«*®. With this stress
on inclusive Humanitit came the dogma of unconditional tolerance. From this
dogma it followed that to plead the Jewish cause meant waiving a basic human
right, which in its turn meant stooping to the level of the antisemites, who had
made waiving these rights their daily routine. Begging tolerance from the intolerant
was something Steinschneider categorically refused. »I write about Jews«, he wrote
in the preface to the Hebrdiische Ubersetzungen (1893), »but not on their behalf,
not pro domo. To mobilize the culture of the ancient Jews for the sake of Jews
today is to betray an unnegotiable human right«*”. Lashing out at Jew and non-Jew
alike, the line first of all is vintage Steinschneider. Simultaneously, it is a response
to publications such as Nahida Lazarus-Remy Kulturstudien iiber das Judentum
(likewise published in 1893), which tried to win the gentile hearts and minds for
Judaism by extolling Jewish cultural achievement®.

35 Comp. his famous maxim »fiir den Geist gibt es kein Ghetto« (the spirit knows of no ghetto) in
the preface to Die Hebriische Ubersetzungen, p. XXII.

36 Die arabische Literatur, p. X.

37 »Ich schreibe tiber Juden, aber nicht fiir sie, nicht pro domo. Die Kultur der alten Juden fiir
die jetzigen in Anschlag zu bringen, wire Verrat an dem unverausserlichen Menschenrecht«.
Hebriische Ubersetzungen, p. XXIV.

38 On Nahida Lazarus-Remy, see Alan T. LEVENsON, An Adventure in Otherness. Nahida Remy-Ruth
Lazarus (1849-1928), in: Tamar M. RupAvsky (ed.), Gender and Judaism. The Transformation
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Secondly, there is the centrality of Greek science and philosophy in Steinschnei-
der’s work, which had culminated, towards the end of his career, in Die hebrdischen
Ubersetzungen des Mittelalters und die Juden als Dolmetscher. Steinschneider needed
more than 1,400 pages to record the transmission history of the Greek sciences as
documented in medieval Arabic and Hebrew translations. In staggering detail he
listed every single coordinate of every scrap of textual evidence that he had come
across in the course of his research. The result was an exhaustive, richly annotated,
alphabetical survey of medieval authors, titles, and manuscripts that is still being
consulted (and updated) by scholars today®.

One hundred years earlier, in the brief transitory period between the Enlighten-
ment and Romanticism, the Greek legacy likewise had determined the course of
the Weimarer Klassik. Yet where Steinschneider chose Greek science as the apex of
human achievement, the Weimar authors had focused on art and aesthetics. »I am
more and more convinced«, Goethe told his friend Johann Peter Eckermann, »that
poetry is the universal possession of mankind [...] but [...] we must always return
to the Greeks, in whose works the beauty of mankind is constantly represented«*°.

Goethe’s trust in the constant Greeks had informed periodicals like his own
Propylien, Schiller’s Die Horen, and August Wilhelm Schlegel’s Athendum, all pub-
lished between 1795 and 1800. In these short-lived journals, as well as in the plays,
poems, and translations that appeared during the period, the classics had been
much more than a distant literary example. In the work of Goethe, Schiller and the
Schlegel brothers, the Greek legacy became a creative force, an aesthetic sparring
partner and, ultimately, an instrument of social and political intervention. By bring-
ing together harmonious beauty and lucid reason, the Greek auctores inspired the
Weimar authors to restore the balance between sense and sensibility, which they
felt had recently gone awry. By introducing the sensation of beauty into enlightened
discourse, they hoped to stimulate a different set of mental faculties and to expel
the exclusive »tyranny of reason«, which only a few years before had caused the

of Tradition, New York, NY/London 1995, pp. 99-111 and, more recently, Maria Japs, Nahida
Lazarus-Remy und »Das jidische Weib«. Eine projiidische Stimme im 19. Jahrhundert, Bielefeld
2023.

39  Charles H. MANEKIN, Steinschneider’s Die Hebrdischen Ubersetzungen des Mittelalters. From
Reference work to Digitalized Database, in: Jewish Studies Quarterly 7 (2000), pp. 141-159. For
the long prehistory of the HU and its celebration of Greek scholarship, see id., The Genesis of
Die hebrdischen Ubersetzungen des Mittelalters, in: Reimund LEicHT/Gad FREUDENTHAL (eds.),
Studies on Steinschneider. Moritz Steinschneider and the Emergence of the Science of Judaism in
Nineteenth-Century Germany, Leiden 2012, pp. 487-529.

40  Quoted and translated from Eckermann’s Gesprache mit Goethe in den letzten Jahren seines
Lebens (1836), in: David DaAMrOscH, What is World Literature?, Princeton, NJ/London 2003,
p.-12.
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French Revolution to degenerate into a Reign of Terror that had revealed the true
face of »uptight rationalism«.

Steinschneider’s poly-system, too, was rooted in ancient Greece, as the cradle
and essence of human civilization. As mentioned above, he was less interested in its
aesthetic qualities than in its historical role as an intellectual catalyst and agent of
cultural change. In his bibliographies Greek science became the cornerstone of an
intellectual republic that had offered citizenship to scholars of all times, creeds, and
languages. The linguistic variety, especially, had been hugely consequential. Though
never affecting civilization at its core, multilingualism had impacted its outer format,
modified its terminology and even, on occasion, shifted its metaphysical priorities.
The pursuit of science, in short, was a collective human effort and, by the same
token, a locus of steady transculturation and osmosis*!.

In multilingual Europe transmission equalled transformation, with the act of
translation as its primary tool. » The world’s best cultural mediators«, Steinschneider
wrote in the preface to the Hebrdische Ubersetzungen, »are the interlinguals«*?. In a
single gesture, he noticed, they would add new (Arabic, Hebrew, Latin) layers to the
Greek originals, and Greek substance to their own cultural traditions. Translations
thus became »[b]ridges for introducing foreign ideas [...] preparing the transmis-
sion and mixing of that which is foreign with that which is perceived as legacy«*.
Here as elsewhere, Steinschneider’s choice of words was far from accidental. With
cultural transfer being standard procedure, he suggested, no modern nation could
ever claim to be pure and pristine. As his work went to show, human civilization
was a palimpsest, each national culture a mere layer adding colour and texture to
that multicultural, hybrid synthesis.

When reading this conclusion, it is hard not to compare Steinschneider’s no-
tion of translation as hybridization with Goethe’s — no less politically motivated -
translation theory. In the West-Ostlicher Divan of 1819 Goethe had demonstrated
his preference for so-called »foreignizing« (source-oriented) over »domesticizing«
(reader-oriented) translation methods. According to the foreignizing principle,
translators should strive to reproduce not just the content, but also the linguistic
and stylistic particularities of the original. This strategy allowed them not only to

41  Though developed in the context of 1940s Cuba, Fernando Ortiz’s term transculturation neatly fits
Steinschneider’s view of the dynamic of cultural history. The term was introduced in the study of
Jewish modernity by Andrea ScHATzZ, Kleider auf Reisen. »Nachahmung« und Transkulturation
in Isaac Euchels Briefen des Meschullam, in: Ashkenas. Zeitschrift fiir Geschichte und Kultur der
Juden 18 und 19/2 (2008-2009), pp. 321-338.

42 »Die internationalen Culturvermittler sind vorzugsweise die interlingualen«; Hebraische Uberset-
zungen, p. IX.

43 »Briicken fiir die Einfithrung des fremden Ideengutes [...] welche eine Vermittlung und Verquick-
ung des Fremden mit dem als Erbgut angesehenen anbahnen. Ibid., p. XIII (italics mine).
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transfer the essence of the source text into the target language, but also to enrich
that target language by absorbing foreign styles and idioms*.

Goethe’s insistence on literary osmosis through translation had been a timely
political signal. It was a call for international literacy in an era of burgeoning national
philology, and for cultural reciprocity at a time when nations became more and
more obsessed with the authentic self (Volkstiimlichkeit). Goethe was not, however,
a multiculturalist, as David Damrosch and others have pointed out*. First of all,
the aesthetic benchmark of his integrative Weltliteratur was, and always would
be, the literature of the Greeks. And while all nations were supposed to make »a
friendly effort«, Goethe envisaged a particular task for the German people, whom
he expected to play »eine schéne Rolle« in his cosmopolitan project*®. Here again,
drawing a parallel with Steinschneider is hard to resist. The idea of the multinational,
multilingual Jews playing a fine role as interlingual brokers was a persistent trope
in his work, with the title of his magnum opus (Die Hebrischen Ubersetzungen des
Mittelalters — und Die Juden als Dolmetscher) as a programmatic climax*’.

Thirdly and lastly, we should mention Steinschneider’s unique insistence on intel-
lectual autonomy. As noted at the beginning of this paper, Steinschneider believed
that weaker minds tended to slip into simple Autorititsglauben, an unquestioning
submission to religious authority which spiritual leaders, from the Pope to Rabbi
Akiva, had always been keen to exploit*®. As a sceptic he was proponent of Autopsie,
i.e., of seeing and thinking for oneself, therefore he preferred to share his findings
not via linear narrative but through fragmented bibliography. »Zunz demanded
>reading« readers for his writings«, he wrote in the introduction of Die arabische
Literatur der Juden, »but I have structured this book for consulting readers«*. Here
as elsewhere, he had even skipped correct syntax »whenever catalogue-style brevity
suffice[d]«, to allow his readers to experience the act of autopsy for themselves.
The political Zunz, one might say, had offered his readers polemical content, by

44  Lawrence VENUTI, The Translator’s Invisibility. A History of Translation, London 1995, pp. 99-102.

45 DamroscH, What is World Literature, p. 12.

46 I quote from Wim VERBAAL, Reconstructing Literature. Reflections on Cosmopolitan Literatures,
in: Journal of Latin Cosmopolitanism and European Literatures 1 (2019), pp. 1-15, at p. 6, fn. 18.
Goethe obviously capitalized on Schleiermacher’s ambition to »merge the treasures of foreign
and German art and science into a single historical whole, to be stored, in the all-absorbing
German language, in the heart of Europe« (italics mine), in: Friedrich SCHLEIERMACHER, Uber
die verschiedenen Methoden des Ubersetzens, in: Hans Joachim STORIG (ed.), Das Problem des
Ubersetzens, Stuttgart 1963, pp. 38-69, especially p. 69.

47  Zwiep, Nation and Translation, pp. 436-439.

48  STEINSCHNEIDER, Allgemeine Einleitung, p. 6.

49  »Zunz verlangte fiir seine Schriften >lesende« Leser, ich habe dieses Buch fiir nachschlagende Leser
eingerichtet«. Id., Die arabische Literatur, p. 1.

50 »[A]uf Satzbau verzichtet, wo die Kiirze eines Catalogs geniigtc; ibid.
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adding a Jewish narrative to German national history. Steinschneider, by contrast,
had opted for polemical form, using bibliographical fragmentation to force his
readers to »see for themselves« and write their own, Jewish and other, histories.

One could say that Steinschneider used an iconic format to guide his readers
away from religious coercion towards independent thinking. The Weimarer Klassik
had cherished a similar ambition, but had chosen a different, more top-down
route. In 1795, Schiller had published a collection of letters on the ideal form of
social education. Inspired by the bloody échec of the French Revolution, Uber die
dsthetische Erziehung des Menschen was meant to save the noble essence of the
Enlightenment by mitigating its violent extremes. Perhaps the most essential value
to be protected was radical self-determination (Selbstbestimmung), the right of
human beings to set their own goal or telos in life, without the intrusion of others
and, especially, of institutionalized religion. As Jeffrey High phrased it, it was not
religious tolerance (freedom of religion) that was at stake here, but freedom from
religion, i. e., full personal autonomy in defining one’s own path towards a morally
good existence’!.

There was, however, one significant paradox in Schiller’s project: if free moral
choice was the goal, moral education could hardly be the route, since education was
a form of indoctrination and therefore, at best, forced human beings to be free®.
Another knotty point to be tackled was the abstract nature of reason. Being innate
in all human beings, the faculty of reason was both a-personal and impersonal,
and thus ill-suited to inspire the individual to become a better person. And that
was where beauty came in. Where Schelling mobilized aesthetics to help the self
connect to nature, Schiller followed Kant in believing that the experience of beauty
would enable the individual to tap into his moral fibre. Mediating between the
senses and the intellect, beauty neutralized the dictates of both particular religion
and universal reason®®. By replacing the former and soothing the latter, Schiller’s
aesthetic education not only fostered individual happiness, but ultimately led to a
free and morally just society.

51 For a survey of Schiller’s writings against organized religion and personal religiosity, see Jef-
frey L. HigH, Revolutionary Virtue. Schiller and the Freedom from Religion, in: Philosophical
Readings 9/2 (2017), pp. 76-86.

52  Comp. Steven G. AFFeLDT, The Force of Freedom. Rousseau on Forcing to be Free, in: Political
Theory 27/3 (1999), pp. 200-333, who points at the Platonic roots (viz. the cave analogy) of the
idea of forced liberation.

53  »Itis not the conceptual rational understanding but the aesthetic experience, the image-represen-
tational perception, that is the quintessential, authentic expression of that unitary human essence«.
Zvi TAUBER, Aesthetic Education for Morality. Schiller and Kant, in: The Journal of Aesthetic
Education 40/3 (2006), pp. 22-47, at pp. 41f.
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In the final section of this paper we will see that Steinschneider, too, sought
to temper rational self-determination by absorbing the individual into a human
collective and, pace Scholem, into a meaningful Jewish continuum. As in Schiller’s
work, der humane Trias of verum, bonum and pulchrum, i. e. the universal triad
of all that was true, good, and beautiful, replaced religion as the benchmark for
leading a moral Jewish life.

3. NolJewis an Island

Despite his lack of genuine institutional, denominational, and political affinities,
Steinschneider understood the importance of belonging. That is why, in the All-
gemeine Einleitung, he made an effort to place the autonomous human being in
a broader constellation. All of human history, he wrote, unfolded within seven
parameters: nationality or Rassenverhdltnis; geography, viz. our physical surround-
ings; religion; the socio-political order; culture; language; and, on a metalevel,
Wissenschaft>*. Out of these seven, only culture was the true object of the historian:
all nations, including the stateless, multilingual Jews, were known and judged by
their culture®. Always in collaboration with Bildung, culture invariably implied
hard work. »It is the only true work of the spirit«, Steinschneider acknowledged,
»as well as its infinite task«.

When defining culture as »the activity and realization of the Geist under certain
historical conditions, Steinschneider explicitly harked back to Hegel’s Phenomenol-
ogy of the Spirit (1807)%. And although he did not deny that in the Jewish case
this spiritual process was inspired by some Idee of religion, he was not prepared to
give religion any say in the actual course of history”’. Instead, its role was taken
up by culture, which he presented as the harmonious conjunction of the national
Geist with the three transcendentals known as verum, bonum, and pulchrum. As

54  STEINSCHNEIDER, Allgemeine Einleitung, p. 2.

55  »Kulturgeschichte ist das eigentliche Ziel der Weltgeschichte [...]. Durch Kultur kenzeichnet man
Nationenc. Ibid., p. 11.

56 »[D]ie Thitigkeit des Geistes selbst (etwa Hegel’s Substanz des Geistes) also die Verwirklichung
des Geistes unter gegebenen Bedingungen«. Ibid.

57  Unlike most of his colleagues, who approached Jewish history as the manifestation of the Jewish
divine idea (Gottesidee), Steinschneider defined Jewish history as the expression of the Jewish reli-
gious idea - »die Geschichte der Erscheinungen, welche sich mit der Idee einer Religion verbinden«.
Ibid., p. 5. For this deliberately »secular« turn, see Zw1ep, Beyond Orientalism, pp. 204-208.
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transcendentals these three properties were the shared possession of all humankind;
they were not, however, evenly distributed among the nations of the world®®.

In Jewish history, Steinschneider pointed out, there had always been a certain
disbalance between the three. Whereas beauty, »the natural child of sensuous poly-
theism«, was underrepresented in monotheistic Judaism, truth and goodness could
be found in abundance®®. While the former was at the heart of Jewish - learned and
other - literature, »the Good« had nourished a broad range of institutions which the
Jews shared with societies everywhere. And there could be no doubt that it was in
this domain that the cultural superiority of the Jews had always manifested itself®.

In Judaism as elsewhere, »der Begriff des Guten und Edlen« found its realization
in four related spheres: in the law; in social and political institutions; in family
life; and in national customs and traditions. On the first, most fundamental level,
bonum was embodied in the idea of justice, whence it found its expression in the
law and the constitution, which guaranteed the freedom of all citizens. Weary to
be drawn into a theological debate, Steinschneider did not waste many words on
Jewish legal history. From its Israelite origins to the present, he stated, Jewish law
had been characterized by its simplicity, by its strong sense of equality (witness its
exemplary compassion with the stranger, the widow, and the orphan) and its strict
application of the principles of equity and humanity. Not a hint of Sinai, not a trace
of revelation, not a word about Moses — in Steinschneider’s secular universe the
principle of the Good behind the Right was not located in any divine moral order®'.

The second domain in which the Good manifested itself was presented under
the heading »Socialismus«, where it received an even more summary treatment.
Judging by the extant literature, Steinschneider observed, the historical study of

58 »Die Kultur besteht in der harmonischen Bildung zu den drei Grundideen, der humanen Trias:
des Guten, des Wahren und des Schénen. In diesen Ideen teilt sich der Beruf der Nationen.
STEINSCHNEIDER, Allgemeine Einleitung, p. 11.

59  »Das Schone ist bei den Juden vielfach vernachléssigt worden«. Ibid., p. 12. Steinschneider never-
theless devoted more than twenty pages to a description of Jewish sources on material culture and
the arts.

60 »Vergleicht man die dlteren Israeliten und die spéteren Juden mit ihren Zeitgenossen, so wird im
Ganzen an einer hoheren Cultur nicht zu zweifeln sein«. Ibid., p. 13.

61 Here, again, Steinschneider’s radical atheism shines through. In 1818, Zunz had placed the origins
of human legislation in the sphere of the divine sciences, with ethics, not religion, as its ultimate
source. As a result of this »vertical« classification, law and morality were eliminated from the study
of the »horizontal« national culture that was at the heart of his Jewish philology; Zunz, Etwas tiber
die rabbinische Literatur, Berlin 1818, pp. 11-14. Later Zunz joined a score of Jewish scholars who
tried to counter Protestant biblical criticism in defense of the Jewish Gesetzesreligion. For Zunz’s
»Bibelkritisches« (1873) and its mixed reception, see SCHORSCH, Leopold Zunz, pp. 215-219. For
an exemplary Jewish response, see Alexander A. DUuBRAU/Meir SEIDLER, David Zvi Hoffmann’s
(1843-1921) Commentary on the Pentateuch in the Context of German-Jewish Orthodoxy’s
Struggle over the Dogmatic Principles of Torah, in: Journal of Jewish Studies 72/2 (2021), pp. 1-21.
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Jewish communal life and organization in the Diaspora was still in its infancy. He
therefore limited his treatment to pointing out the most promising avenues for
future research, besides signalling their obvious pitfalls (viz. too much attention to
current affairs and personal trivia). By contrast, the third domain, labelled »Fami-
lienleben«, provided an occasion to reflect on marriage as the cornerstone of Jewish
life and on the prominent place of women in Jewish law, language, and literature.
Steinschneider put exceptional emphasis on female cultural agency when high-
lighting women’s share in Jewish book production, »by participating as authority,
author, copyist, typesetter, etc.«®2. I could not help wondering if, besides being a
historical observation, this was a belated tribute to Auguste, who in 1851, under
her husband’s supervision, had produced a copy (Durchzeichnung) of Moses ibn
Ezras Kitab al-Mubadara wa-l-mudakara from a manuscript in the Berlin Royal
Library®®. Another, less flattering aside was, again, directed at Nahida Lazarus-
Remy, whose monograph Das jiidische Weib (1895) was exposed as a plagiarised
version of Meyer Kaiserling’s Die jiidischen Frauen in der Geschichte, Literatur und
Kunst of 1878%.

In the fourth and final section, on Sitten und Gebriuche, Steinschneider rounded
off, with customary brevity, his reflection on the manifestations of the Good in
Jewish history and society®. As this is the closest he ever came to formulating a
statement on the life and meaning of the Jewish polity, it is worth analysing this
passage in some detail.

He began his exposé with a firm disclaimer: writing about Jewish custom and
tradition, he wrote, immediately evoked the »burning question«: should we side with
Orthodoxy or Reform? Should we prioritize the construction or the deconstruction
of Jewish faith and practice? Quoting Schiller’s Ode an die Freude®, he immediately
extricated himself from the debate: it was the scholar’s task not to add fuel to the
flames but to observe and mediate between conflicting positions (a precept which
many of his colleagues seemed to ignore). Moreover, in the present context it was
neither the contested, divine or human origin of Jewish custom that concerned

62  STEINSCHNEIDER, Allgemeine Einleitung, p. 14.

63  Sabine SCHMIDTKE, Scribal Practices among European Scholars during the Second Half of the
Nineteenth Century. The Cases of Auguste Steinschneider (Auerbach), Moritz Steinschneider,
and Martin Schreiner, in: COMSt Bulletin 6/1 (2020), pp. 51-71, at pp. 62f. Steinschneider had
acknowledged Auguste’s work in his catalogue of the collection; ibid., n. 27.

64  STEINSCHNEIDER, Allgemeine Einleitung, p. 16. For the reception of Lazarus-Remy’s book, see
Japs, Nahida Lazarus-Remy, pp. 304-319.

65 STEINSCHNEIDER, Allgemeine Einleitung, pp. 16-19.

66  »[...] und wer’s nie gekonnt, der stehle // weinend sich aus diesem Bund!«. Ibid., p. 16.
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us, nor its relevance for modern Jewish life, but its fundamental humanity, viz. its
ultimate debt to the universal »Grundideen des Guten und Idealen«®’.

Steinschneider continued by stating that custom (Hebrew minhag) was, literally,
the backbone of human society. It was the alpha and omega of everything national,
political, religious, and moral, as corroborated by the polysemy of the German
term Sitte, which denoted both custom and ethics. It consisted, he ventured, of
generally accepted conventional truths, roughly equivalent to Aristotle’s endoxa,
Maimonides’s mefursamot and, in post-Enlightenment times, to the self-evidence
of Kant’s categorical imperative“. By the same token minhag was not, he warned,
to be confused with halacha, mishpat, or any other form of rabbinic ruling. It was
to be understood as usus, usage or habitus, initiated by individuals, imitated by so-
ciety, and documented, not dictated, by Jewish traditional literature®®. Minhag oger
halacha - custom overrides law, Steinschneider summarized, in a playful allusion to
the old halachic principle”’. By thus redefining minhag and giving it - historical and
causal — priority over halacha, he offered us an extreme example of what Andreas
Gotzmann has called »delegalization«, the modern process of redefining Jewish
law and minimizing its sway over Jewish, communal and individual, life”*.

With minhag thus conveniently secularized, all that remained was to explain how
spontaneous human custom (die freie Sitte) was connected to the immutable idea of
the Good. Here Steinschneider’s associative mind proves somewhat of a burden. In
a paragraph cluttered with forced imagery he likened the connection between Sitte
and Sittlichkeit to the dialectic between proverb and culture, between, on the one
hand, the item of actual folklore and, on the other, generic national Bildung, which
nourished as well as depended on its individual expression. The presence of lived
folk custom, he continued, suggested urge (Trieb) and energy, and was a sure sign
of a nation’s vitality. On the societal level, the dispute over Sitte (not halacha!) was
thus a matter of national import, das eigentlich Nationale, as Steinschneider wrote

67 1Ibid., p. 17 (italics Steinschneider’s).

68  Steinschneider’s classification of minhag as polysemic Sitte appears indebted to Hegel’s definition
of Sittlichkeit as conventional ethical order, as opposed to Kant’s individual moral autonomy. By
putting Kant’s categorical imperative on one line with endoxa and mefursamot, Steinschneider
managed to retain its validity while curtailing its rational absolutism. In this he deviated from the
Jewish neo-Kantians, for whom »Vernunft, Humanitit, Idee, [und] Sittlichkeit« were synonyms;
thus Heymann STEINTHAL, Allgemeine Ethik, Berlin 1885, p. 412 (§ 262). For Hegel’s definition
as a response to Kant, see Allen W. Woob (ed.), Elements of the Philosophy of Right. A Critical
Guide, trans. H.B. Nisbet, Cambridge 1991, pp. 58-76 (chapter 3: »Hegel on Morality«).

69 »Customs and traditions grow quietly; when research starts, the vital force has waned«. STEIN-
SCHNEIDER, Allgemeine Einleitung, p.17.

70  Ibid., p. 18, and see Mishnah Bava Metzia 7:1.

71  Andreas GotzmMANN, The Dissociationof Religion and Law in Nineteenth-Century German-Jewish
Education, in: Leo Baeck Institute Yearbook 43/1 (1998), pp. 103-126.
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in a covert sneer to Reform-Orthodox polemics. On a personal level, loyalty and
commitment to Sitte (again, not to halacha) was itself an expression of the idea of
the Good. By respectfully observing custom, the individual confirmed the nation’s
connection to Goodness and helped to realize its moral mission. It was, one might
say, the one thing a Jew could, and should do for his people. In Steinschneider’s
words, it was »the piety towards the bond with nation, tribe and family«”2.

On each page of the Allgemeine Einleitung, Steinschneider’s taste for bibliograph-
ical enumeration shines through his prose. The result is a grainy, associative text,
full of half-finished thoughts, bookish references, arcane similes, and private asides.
It is therefore with some reluctance that I identify the above section as Steinschnei-
der’s personal, cosmopolitan »Jewish creed«. And it is with even greater reluctance
that I venture to summarize its main articles in six straightforward sentences, to
accommodate the reading reader.

Nations are known and judged not by their political prowess, nor by their terri-
torial size, but by the stature of their culture. Of the three transcendentals verum,
bonum and pulchrum, the property of Goodness has always been the most consti-
tutive for the culture of the Jews. It has motivated Jewish law, informed its social
institutions, and inspired its family life from times immemorial. Above all, the idea
of morality (Sittlichkeit) expressed itself through minhag (Sitte), the complex of
social customs and conventional traditions that epitomized the good Jewish life.
Observing minhag was not a matter of religious obligation or halachic coercion,
but a voluntary act of piety whose import transcended personal interest. Through
its conjunction with the universal principle of goodness, »doing minhag« anchored
the individual in the nation, while simultaneously mooring the moral nation in
collective humanity.

Somehow this does not sound as if Steinschneider were aiming to bury Judaism.
He did not explicitly exhort us to preserve its ethical customs; that would have
gone against our fundamental claim to Selbstbestimmung. He did juxtapose Pietcit
(the reverent observance of tradition) with Pietismus (the sentimental idolization
of tradition) to indicate that we have a choice, but left it to the reader to make
that choice”. Moreover, with the help of biological metaphor (Trieb and Energie;
the leafy tree as opposed to the dead herbarium) he advocated Jewish continuity
as a moral nation, as always on his own, secular and humanistic terms. As an
enlightened sceptic, he had exposed Jewish religion as a moral failure and an
intellectual weakness. In the absence of a Jewish state, he had reduced Diasporic
Jewish nationhood to the intimate »bond of tribe and family«’*. Thanks to Jewish

72 »Esist die Pietdt gegen den Bund mit Nation, Stamm und Familie«. STEINSCHNEIDER, Allgemeine
Einleitung, p. 18.

73 Ibid.

74  See also ibid., pp. 2f.
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culture, however, Jewish belonging was more than just tribal genealogy. It was a
conscious act of piety, not in the sense of Frommigkeit, god-fearing devotion, but in
the sense used by Goethe in Weimar, i. e. as the moral disposition that expressed
itself in the empathic esteem for all humanity”>. And with this I wish to rest my
case. Fact: Moritz Steinschneider was an antinationalist and an atheist. Fact: Moritz
Steinschneider was a pious Jew.

4. Epilogue: Steinschneider’s Invisible Religion

Five years after Steinschneider’s death in 1907, Emile Durkheim famously redefined
religion as a basic constituent of the human social order. In the spirit of nascent
structuralism he turned the lens from the divine realm to the earthly cosmos by
classifying religion as »a combined system of beliefs and practices pertaining to
sacred things [...] which unite into one moral community, called a Church, all
those who adhere to them«’®. For Durkheim and the sociologists of religion who
came after him, theological truth was conventional and relative; the adherence
to a specific corpus of sacred truths and rules, on the other hand, was a global
societal mechanism. Religion as a moral social glue — had Steinschneider lived to
read Durkheim’s definition, he would not have been amused.

In 1967, Thomas Luckmann added an important dimension by launching the
notion of invisible religion, a concept that facilitated a less strictly institutional,
more diverse and individual take on the social function of religion””. To allow
for such differentiations, Luckmann distinguished four levels or uses of the term,
without imposing any normative standards. On the first, most abstract level, religion
was a universal social form that enabled human beings to transcend their biological
nature by offering them a meaningful worldview, around which they could gather
and organize. It was, one might say, the presence of religion that made the human
animal a human animal, with »human« roughly equivalent to »operating within a
social order in a morally responsible way«. The second use of the term referred to

75  Das Goethe-Worterbuch, digitized version in the Worterbuchnetz of the Trier Center for Digi-
tal Humanities, vol. 5, 1827, URL: <https://woerterbuchnetz.de/?sigle=GWB&lemid=A00001>
(2025-03-26).

76  »[U]n systéme solidaire de croyances et de pratiques relatives a des choses sacrées, ¢’ est-a-dire
séparées, interdites, croyances et pratiques qui unissent en une méme communauté morale, appelée
Eglise, tous ceux qui y adhérent«. Emile DURKHEIM, Les formes élémentaires de la vie réligieuse,
Paris 2008, p. 65.

77 In Thomas LUCKMANN, The Invisible Religion. The Problem of Religion in Modern Society, London
1967. For my summary I have used Andrew J. Weigert’s lucid (if ultimately critical) recapitulation:
Andrew J. WEIGERT, Whose Invisible Religion? Luckmann Revisited, in: Sociological Analysis 35/3
(1974), pp. 181-188.
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the concrete institutional forms that were erected around each particular worldview,
as embodied by »church religions« such as Judaism. The third was again universal,
denoting the religious disposition innate in every human being or, more precisely,
the internalized, subjective form of the objective, generic social form as specified
under the first meaning. The fourth referred to each individual’s ability to internalize
the sacred cosmos of his church religion (e. g. Judaism) and to integrate its hallowed
order into his own biography and identity - in Steinschneider’s case: to be a Jew.
For Luckmann, all human socialization, from the collective order to the individual
self, ultimately depended on religious meaning. Covering both sacred worldview
and private religiosity, his notion of religion was at the same time universal and
particular, objective and subjective, social and personal. Religion, in short, could
be visible as well as invisible.

In the 1960s, Luckmann had written his monograph to address »the problem of
religion« in European modernity, at a time when institutionalized religion seemed
to have lost its power to unite and consolidate’®. Today, after more than fifty years of
scholarly critique, including Talal Asad’s Formations of the Secular (2003), we find
ourselves in a different landscape, where the modern secularity that had troubled
Luckmann has been complicated by new definitions and by concepts like postsecu-
larism, resacralization and, in José Casanova’s words, the deprivatization of religion.
Still, when reading Steinschneider, Luckmann’s definition may help us pinpoint
the lasting role of religion in his formation of the Jewish secular.

From start to finish that role was dialectical. As we have seen, Steinschneider
pitched objective Wissen against biased Glauben and pushed radical autonomy
against institutionalized dogma. His approach of religion (die Idee der Religion)
was anthropocentric rather than transcendent, his dismissal of halacha in favour of
minhag political rather than theological. Yet by systematically framing religion as the
antithetical starting point for a new, secular synthesis, he confirmed its importance
as a universal social form and as a basic human need, viz. as Luckmann’s visible and
invisible religion. This was most prominent when, in the late Allgemeine Einleitung,
he pictured a Jewish culture energized by minhag, a form of social custom that was
stripped of all halachic and liturgical connotations to become a source of national
bonding and moral inspiration. The piety Steinschneider felt towards Jewish custom
was neither nostalgic nor restorative, patriotic nor zealous. By redefining minhag
as universal moral custom, he simply wished to preserve its constitutive role, in the
world, in Judaism, and in what remained of his own, emphatically Jewish biography.

78  The original publication in German went by the title: Das Problem der Religion in der modernen
Gesellschaft, Freiburg 1963.
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