
 

Jewish Networks
by Mirjam Thulin
  

Jewish networks are the far-reaching transterritorial and transcultural channels of communication between Jews and
Jewries. They formed as a result of the dispersal of Jewish society over great distances starting in antiquity and ran
along the lines of Jewish congregational organisations, specific religious and doctrinal practices, and the commercial
networks of Jewish merchants. Life in the Jewish diaspora and the local juridical regulations regarding the Jews con-
stantly influenced and shaped Jewish networks in the period from the middle of the 15th until the 20th century.
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Introduction: The Damascus Affair of 1840

In February 1840 an Italian monk and his Muslim servant disappeared in Damascus. Rumours began to circulate that
the monk and his servant had last been seen in the Jewish quarter. Soon, there were allegations that the Jews had
murdered both men for ritual purposes. Numerous local Jews were arrested and tortured until they confessed. Reports
of the affair in the European press as well as the political interests of European powers in the region made it into an
episode of European significance.1

1

Prominent Jews, Jewish scholars and the emerging Jewish press in Western Europe fought against the accusations of
ritual murder, the gruesome treatment of the prisoners which led to the death of four inmates, and the religiously moti-
vated negative portrayal of Jews in the press. Soon after the affair became public, the Parisian lawyer and politician
Adolphe Crémieux (1796–1880) (  Media Link #ab) strove to disprove reports in the French press alleging that the Da-
mascan Jews had been responsible for murdering the monk. Heinrich Heine (1797–1856) (  Media Link #ac) reported
from Paris for the Augsburger Allgemeine Zeitung and also backed the accused.2 Baron James de Rothschild
(1792–1868) (  Media Link #ad) also intervened from Paris after he was made aware of the situation by a letter from
the Amsterdam merchant Hirsch Lehren (1784–1853) (  Media Link #ae). Rothschild was later called upon to advise
the Austrian consul general in Alexandria, Anton von Laurin. Salomon Mayer de Rothschild (1774–1855) (  Media Link
#af), the Viennese representative of the Rothschild banking house, was interviewed by Prince Metternich
(1773–1859) (  Media Link #ag) about the affair and became a “self-designated shtadlan”,3 an intercessor for the
Jews. The Board of Deputies of British Jews, which represented Jews from Britain, organised a meeting to determine
further steps of action and formulate appeals to the English, French and Austrian governments. In Germany, the
Magdeburg rabbi Ludwig Philippson (1811–1889) (  Media Link #ah) reported on the accusations against and treat-
ment of the prisoners in the Allgemeine Zeitung des Judenthums, (  Media Link #ai) which he published, as did the
Leipzig orientalist Julius Fürst (1805–1873) (  Media Link #aj) in his weekly Der Orient. (  Media Link #ak) Finally, in
the summer of 1840, the Central Israelite Consistory of France commissioned Crémieux, together with a prominent rep-
resentative of the English Jewish community, Sir Moses Montefiore (1784–1885) (  Media Link #al), to take an unoffi-
cial diplomatic trip to Damascus to appeal to the regional leaders and the diplomatic representatives of European coun-
tries.4 In the end, Crémieux and Montefiore’s mission resulted in the release of the prisoners and the retraction of the
ritual murder accusations by the local potentates. The two men were celebrated as quasi-messianic heroes of the Jews
of Europe and the Middle East.5
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The Damascus Affair and the efforts towards a satisfactory resolution revealed the transnational ties of the Jews and a
dynamic communication network. A network of assistance was activated in which English and French Jews and the rep-
resentatives of the Rothschild banking house were the most prominent actors and to a certain extent formed the hubs
of the network.6 On the one hand, they wanted to free their fellow believers in Damascus from imprisonment, and, on
the other hand, they wanted to counteract the emerging prejudiced images of Jews and Judaism in the press and in
European society. It had not taken long for general accusations against the Jews to spread and for the ritual murder
legends which had been nearly forgotten to be revived; “scientific” discussions of human sacrifice in the Jewish religion
were conducted as well as theological disputations about the Talmud. To counteract this, diverse channels of communi-
cation were opened: representatives of congregations like those in Paris and London with influential leaders like
Crémieux and Montefiore as well as political advisors of European governments like the banking family Rothschild acted
together in the Jewish tradition of advocacy (Shtadlanut), while Jewish newspapers as well as rabbis and scholars in
Germany countered the anti-Jewish prejudices and attempted to publically rebut them.7 Finally, the Damascus Affair
was also a key event leading to the foundation of the Alliance Israélite Universelle (AIU). Formed in 1860 in Paris, the
Alliance became the largest organisation of Jews worldwide. The Alliance arose out of the common interest in internal
communication, coordinated assistance and acts of solidarity and acted as an informal diplomatic representative of the
Jews. After the end of the 19th century, it also increasingly fostered the spread of Western education among fellow be-
lievers in regions like Eastern Europe, North Africa, and the Middle East.8 The Alliance drew thereby on Enlightenment,
French-Liberal, and Republican ideals9 while further orienting itself on bodies of traditional Jewish knowledge and expe-
rience.10
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Even before the foundation of the Alliance, however, the Jewish network which had developed as a result of the Dam-
ascus Affair revealed that Jews and Jewries felt connected and expressed solidarity beyond the borders of rulers and
states. At the same time, this network of communication was influenced by the dispersal of the Jews over far distances
which stretched from the Middle East to Europe. (  Media Link #am) News could be conveyed and exchanged swiftly
via the Jewish congregations, and the high level of mobility allowed the principle characters to travel quickly to the main
centres – to the Egyptian and Ottoman courts as well as the European chancelleries and courts.
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Communication in the Jewish Diaspora

These relationships and the network of communication between Jews and Jewries did not, however, first form in the
19th century or as a result of the Damascus Affair; rather they had a long tradition. Jewish networks had already crys-
tallized in antiquity as the Jewish communities became dispersed across long distances, and transterritorial and tran-
scultural communicative channels between Jews and Jewries were intertwined over long distances. Life in the diaspora
also shaped and characterised the specifics of the Jewish networks: the common religion and religious practices, the
resulting high rate of active and passive literacy, the combination of a common sacral language with the many local lan-
guages used by the Jews, congregational and mercantile connections, a high degree of mobility, and the exclusion of
the Jews from many societies.11
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The shared religious practice and culture, the common liturgical language and the constant allusion to the biblical land
connected Jews everywhere. Every Jew was required to study the Bible daily, which had the effect that Jews learned
to read and write at a young age– abilities which they shared in Christian Europe only with the educated clerical and
aristocratic elites. Living in the diaspora fostered a high level of mobility, both between Jewish congregations and of in-
dividual travellers, and this strengthened congregational, mercantile and familial connections over great distances. Be-
cause of their mobility and high rate of literacy, network connections could be formed and maintained both orally –
through travels by way of personal meetings or commercial contacts – as well as in writing. In addition to the sacred
Jewish language, Hebrew, Jews also mastered numerous local languages. As a result, hybrid languages (pidgin) like
Yiddish or Ladino developed which facilitated communication with non-Jews as well. This simplified dealings for Jewish
merchants, scholars and other travellers. However, other aspects of the situation, i.e. the social exclusion of Jews
based on their religion and the mostly prejudiced assumptions about the Jews, also contributed to their solidarity and



the creation and continuation of Jewish networks. As a result, at least in Christian Europe from the mid-fifteenth century
until the elimination of the European Jewry by National Socialism, communication in the Jewish diaspora was charac-
terised by a constant “dialectic of assimilation” (Funkenstein), by a genuinely dialectical process between acculturation
and self-assertion, between isolation and openness (towards wider society) in the history of the Jews.12 This is con-
nected not only with problems related to the material environment of the Jews and their surrounding cultures, questions
of relational history, the transfer processes, and interpretation and translation phenomena. Rather, it also involves ques-
tions of laws and demands towards the Jews like occupational limitations and social discrimination, as well as ambiva-
lent, usually anti-Jewish and anti-Semitic, perceptions and attributions. These attributions, which very early regarded
certain Jewish forms and structures of communication as threatening, surfaced in the 19th century especially as con-
spiracy theories,13 as a variety of critiques of capitalism14 or, often closely related to the latter, in the form of criticism
of Jews for allegedly lacking a genuine Jewish country, state or land.15
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The Jewish network of contacts and the high level of mobility thus grew out of the way of life in the diaspora and also
out of the concrete historical experience of the Jews in the diaspora.16 This part of the Jewish historical experience was
fed principally by the violence against the Jews, the hardship of the anti-Semitic regulations of the authorities, the ban-
ishments and violent expulsions, the widespread anti-Jewish or anti-Semitic agitation, as well as legal und punitive con-
flicts.17 Collectively, these can be characterised as a “body of experience”, and these events and conditions were per-
ceived by the Jews themselves to be crises of the entire Jewish community which were by no means limited to Europe
and which shaped the resulting actions of the Jews.

7

In the following, this essay will describe communication within the diaspora and the mobility which shaped the diverse
forms of communication according to the three main channels of communication in the Jewish diaspora: first as related
to the connections between and the organisation of Jewish congregations, second as related to scholarly exchange and
religious practice and, finally, third, as related to trade and travel. As will be illustrated by looking at some of these net-
works, these paths of communication could interact with one another to varying degrees.18 Finally, the essay will exam-
ine Jewish networks and their importance for Europe and European history from a cultural historical perspective.
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Jewish Autonomy and Intercongregational Organisation

The Jewish diaspora stretches back to the Romans’ destruction of the temple in Jerusalem in 70 CE.19 Starting in the
Middle Ages, the way of life in a Kehilla (Hebrew, “congregation”) became established as the sphere of life and experi-
ence of the Jews.20 Lacking a Jewish state, solidarity was achieved by religious and socioeconomic institutions rather
than political ones, which encouraged the development of communication between Jews and Jewish congregations. In
this process, the form and organisation of Jewish congregations was engaged in a give-and-take with the surrounding
cultures: while the Jewish community strove to make and enforce religious, criminal and civil legal decisions based upon
its own beliefs, the authorities granted the Jewish communities a certain level of self-administration and autonomy within
the estates to ensure tax revenues. This continued within the imperial polity into the Modern Age.

9

In the Middle Ages, the recognition of a single political authority in the Islamic world together with a religious doctrinal
authority presiding over multiple congregations promoted the development of long-term connections between individual
congregations. Until the 13th century, the Exilarchs (Aramaic resh galuta, “head of the diaspora”) were recognized as
the highest secular Jewish authorities, which were closely connected to the leaders of influential Babylonian Talmud
academies in Sura and Pumbedita until the 11th century. Together they stood in the centre of a communication network
organised according to the principles of religious law. Within this context they were able to make and enforce religious
as well as criminal and civil legal decisions with constant reference to the Jewish religion and sacred texts. In the Ot-
toman Empire (  Media Link #an) this system of inner-Jewish authority was sustained by recognition from outside the
Jewish community: the Hacham Bashi (Hebrew/Turkish, “chief rabbi”) of Constantinople was not only recognized by the
congregations and rabbis of the province, but also by the Ottoman rulers as the highest Jewish authority.
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In Europe, by contrast, the disunity of Christian authority in the medieval and early modern periods encouraged the in-
dependence of the individual congregations. The autonomy conferred by religious, criminal and civil law was adapted to
the structures and hierarchies of the estates and feudal system and shaped the “dialectic of assimilation” and thereby
the relationship between autarchy and isolation. The local congregations, which were usually contained within limited
residential quarters and economically fairly homogenous because of professional and legal limitations, were led by con-
gregational representatives and rabbis, often outstanding Talmudic scholars. The leaders and rabbis served as local
communication experts between congregations and towards the Christian authorities.21 The Jewish community dealt
with questions and strife based on their own concepts of law and civil justice and avoided involving the local institutions.
Thus, already in the Middle Ages, cooperative models based on the close contact of the congregations formed which
created out of multiple congregations a context for communication and a more stable structure for Jewish autonomy.22
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At the beginning of the early modern period, the legal status of the Jews was dependent upon the tolerance and inter-
ests of individual rulers, increasingly so with the strengthening of territorial authorities. Just as the Empire was not cen-
trally organised, there was no central organisation of the Jews or Jewish congregations after the 17th century. In con-
trast, the large populations of Polish and Lithuanian Jews became more centralised. From the mid-sixteenth until the
mid-eighteenth century an “intercongregational” organisation was created, the so-called medinot (Hebrew, “states”),
which fulfilled administrative tasks via closer, mostly local connections.23 Thus, the “Council of Four Lands”, the synod of
the Polish and Lithuanian congregations (Hebrew, Vaad arba Arzot), which was originally formed to coordinate the tax
payments of those congregations and to enforce questions of religious law more effectively, soon became a body for
the largely independent self-administration of the Jews. It was recognised and supported by the Polish monarchy be-
cause of the advantages for taxation and demographic control.24 Although such intercommunal organisations accommo-
dated the religious, civil and criminal legal decisions of the rabbinic courts, they also shaped the consciousness of mu-
tual solidarity, alliance and the support for social welfare among the Jews. Beyond that they also created the opportu-
nity for a representation of common interests to the authorities.25
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The Jewish autonomy and the intercongregational organisation are especially reflective of the “dialectic of assimilation”:
on the one hand they became part of the estate and state-system and, on the other hand, they formed a sphere of
communication for the larger Jewish congregational organisation. Until the end of the eighteenth or the beginning of the
19th century, the Jewish congregations and their organisation remained in this interdependent form and had a lasting ef-
fect on the sphere of inner-Jewish communications. As Jews were legally gradually recognised (  Media Link #ao) as
individuals rather than a separate group in the course of the 19th century, Jewish self-administration in all its forms was
abolished by rulers and governments everywhere. Nevertheless, in the Modern Age, the Jewish congregations, at least
in large cities, remained influential and acted as nodes in the network of inner-Jewish communication.
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Jewish Scholarship and Piety

The assertion of identity and openness towards the surrounding cultures in the “dialectic of assimilation” shaped both
the way of life within the scattered congregations and the transmission of Jewish knowledge and experience in the dias-
pora. Every devout Jew is required to be able to read and explain sacred texts, and the synagogue is thus a house of
learning. In this way, the Talmud and the Halakhah, the “religious law”, became established over the course of cen-
turies. To a certain extent, religious law and religious practice are a form of knowledge, a path to knowledge, which
shaped the actions of the Jews. Until the Jewish Enlightenment (  Media Link #ap) (Haskalah), the Halakhah was an
important form with which the Jews structured their knowledge. Preserved and passed down through time, sacred texts
like Talmud commentaries or codices contained not only Jewish knowledge, but, to an equal extent, non-Jewish and his-
torical knowledge. These texts served as a method of collective memory of the Jewish people and preserved a body of
knowledge and experience.26
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The following of the Halakhah and its constant interpretation were a main element in the emergence of network-like
connections among Jews and Jewish congregations.27 The diaspora forced Jews to transmit their knowledge over dis-
tance and time. This was achieved via the halakhic forms.28 The study of sacred texts alone demanded (and still de-



mands) an intense process of communication which included active and passive literacy, personal contact among schol-
ars, and the exchange and application of individual knowledge. As with the congregational and mercantile contacts, indi-
vidual contacts in the scholarly exchange were created on the local level by rabbis, scholars and the local rabbinical
courts, while contacts over further distances were established between Talmud academies, major courts or exceptional
rabbinical scholars.29 Even in the Middle Ages the mobility of Jewish scholars overlapped with that of merchants and
salesmen. Often, Jewish merchants were also scholars.30 The travels of rabbis, their pupils or Jewish merchants and
the simultaneous transport and exchange of manuscripts, scrolls and letters were signs of a multi-channeled exchange
of knowledge.31 Because the traditional doctrinal authorities were responsible for the civil and criminal legal decisions
up until the modern age, the written communication in so-called “responsa” (written rabbinical decisions) was a decisive
method of social discipline within the congregations.32 This intercongregational organisation connected communication
and discipline in Eastern Europe until the end of Jewish autonomy in the 19th century.
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Rabbinical responsa and the passing down of doctrinal methods and knowledge via scholarly travels were crucial paths
of scholarly communication. The respective local cultures of knowledge and their more or less fixed cultural or social
practices influenced the transmission of Jewish knowledge and experience as well.33 Thus, the invention of printing led
to the acceleration and expansion of the network of communication and knowledge in the Jewish diaspora after the 16th
century. Printed documents and news travelled quickly into the most remote regions over established paths of communi-
cation and trade. In the 17th century, special mystical-cabbalistic doctrinal teachings spread in this way and strength-
ened the messianic expectations of the Jews. The Jewish messianic hope, according to which a Messiah would come
and gather the Jewish people from the diaspora before leading them to the biblical land of Israel, became more popular
in the 17th century, when European Jews experienced many catastrophes. In 1648, many Jews were killed or expelled
from the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth as a result of the Chmielnicki Massacre. During this period, Shabtai Zvi
(1626–1676) (  Media Link #aq), who was at first unknown, violated religious law in Smyrna and was excommunicated
by the local rabbinical court. He fled to the Holy Land, to the city of Safed in the north. There Shabtai Zvi met Nathan of
Gaza (1643–1680) (  Media Link #ar), a young scholar from Jerusalem. With the help of a cabbalistic interpretation of
Shabtai Zvi’s religious infractions, Nathan of Gaza proclaimed Shabtai Zvi at their first meeting to be the Messiah and
son of David. The supposed Messiah Shabtai Zvi and his prophet Nathan of Gaza became known throughout the entire
Jewish diaspora within a short time (1665–1666) via the dense network of congregational contacts and the scholarly
communication of rabbis and their pupils as well as the assistance of travelling Jewish merchants. Nathan’s and Shabtai
Zvi’s writings were rapidly distributed in the form of pamphlets and proclamations. The shared religious and doctrinal
practices in distant parts of the Jewish diaspora, the common communication in Hebrew and high rate of literacy of the
Jews in general, as well as the mobility of knowledge and scholars led to a wide acceptance of the supposed Messiah.
Similar to the way that the Wittenberg Reformation became a “media revolution”34 due to the invention of printing, the
far-reaching impact of Shabtai Zvi in the Jewish diaspora was made possible by the rapid distribution of the writings of
Nathan of Gaza, which declared Shabtai Zvi to be the Messiah, and the pamphlets, copied en masse, which depicted
the Messiah and his prophet, Nathan of Gaza.35
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As a result of the Messianism and the cult around Shabtai Zvi, forms of Jewish scholarly networks became visible be-
yond political and cultural boundaries. They drew on religious practice, the active and passive literacy, and the common
Hebrew language. They employed modern techniques like the printing press and remained in place until the destruction
of the European Jewry by National Socialism. The scholarly networks did change in response to the Haskalah, the
Jewish Enlightenment, through the emancipation and gentrification of the Jews as well as the improvement and techni-
cal advancement of the paths of communication. However, although they now integrated new forms of scholarship and
piety, they nevertheless continued to be rooted in the traditional Jewish forms of communication.
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Trade and Travel

Trade and travel were, in addition to congregations and intercongregational organisations, further important channels of
communication in the Jewish diaspora. Already in antiquity the Jews belonged to the diasporic societies which played
an important role as traders. Among Jewish travellers as well, long-distance merchants and peddlers were the largest
group up into the Modern Age.36 Excluded from agriculture and craftsmanship in medieval Christian Europe, forbidden
to settle permanently, and constantly threatened with expulsion, Jews were forced to pursue “unproductive” occupations



in trade and money lending.37 These professional limitations as well as the rift and animosities between the Christian
and Muslim worlds had already in the Middle Ages proven to be advantageous for Jews as it had made Jewish mer-
chants into intermediaries between Christendom and the Islamic world.38 The wares which Jewish handlers had pro-
cured in Islamic lands or in India, primarily luxury goods like dye, spices, medicine and also slaves, were first introduced
to Europe in this way.39
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The religious policies of Europe’s ruling houses and the social exclusion of Jews led to the solidification and expansion
of Jewish congregational and mercantile networks well into the Modern Age. The expulsion of the Jews from Spain
(1492) and Portugal (1497), for example, created the trade network of western Sephardic Jews in the mid-fifteenth
century.40 Up into the late 18th century, Sephardic Jews – i.e. Jews of Spanish or Portuguese descent – and Crypto-
Jews41 successfully established themselves in the trade of jewels and precious metals from the New World. Even
though they were forbidden to step onto Spanish soil, they maintained contacts with the merchants of the Iberian Penin-
sula while forming new relationships with the Americas.42 The expulsions forced Jewish merchants to build up new cen-
tres of trade in England, the Netherlands, Italy and France and to learn new languages in addition to Spanish, Por-
tuguese and Ladino (Judaeo-Spanish). The merchants relied on the Jewish congregations and familial connections for
support and accommodations and could thus establish centres of communication. The common language and culture of
the scattered Jewries, like their multilingualism, made it easier for Jewish merchants to communicate. For their own
congregations, Jewish merchants and travellers functioned both as letter-carriers and distributors of information.43
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In the same period, the institution of “Court Jews” gradually became established in the royal houses of Europe.44 Espe-
cially within the territories of the Holy Roman Empire, the local lords were increasingly inclined to tolerate Jews, as long
as they could be politically and economically valuable. Some indeed were, for they stabilised the finances of princely
courts and national budgets in their role as bankers, distributors, or advisors. The Jews’ national and international trade
contacts were especially useful to the rulers for the business of subsidies. Although individual Jews had previously been
closely associated with ruling houses for purposes of trade and finance, the Court Jews of the Modern Age were more
numerous, and they were explicitly connected to Jewish communities. After the expulsions of the Middle Ages, many ur-
ban Jewish congregations were refounded in the Modern Age by family members or business associates of Court
Jews. As representatives, Court Jews communicated Jewish interests to the rulers and acted as shtadlanim (Hebrew,
“advocate”) for individual Jews or entire congregations.45
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The intercession of privileged Court Jews and Jewish merchants and the intense communication between the Jewish
congregations of Europe became evident whenever fellow believers were in distress. This was the case in the year
1744/1745, for example, when Empress Maria Theresa (1717–1780) (  Media Link #au) ordered the banishment of
the Jews from Prague as part of her policies against non-Catholics in the Habsburg territories and later extended this
decree to include Bohemia and Moravia.46 The Jews from Prague and Vienna informed the large Jewish congregations
in England, Italy and Denmark, and even the congregations within the Ottoman Empire, about the banishment. Diego
d’Aguilar (1699–1759), the descendant of a Portuguese Jewish converso family, and Wolf Wertheimer (1681–1765) (
Media Link #av), son of the Viennese Court Jew Samson Wertheimer (1658–1724) (  Media Link #aw), coordinated
the resistance to the expulsion from Vienna. They wanted the empress to receive protests against the banishment from
as many influential royal courts and high-ranking individuals as possible. Wertheimer’s son-in-law, Moses Kann (died
1762) (  Media Link #ax), the chief rabbi of Hesse-Darmstadt and leader of the Talmud school in Frankfurt am Main,
procured a personal letter from the archbishop of Mainz (  Media Link #ay) to the empress, and shortly thereafter mul-
tiple European courts interceded on behalf of the Jews. The Italian congregations even persuaded the pope (  Media
Link #az) to object. The Ottoman sultan sent messengers to Maria Theresa, as well. Although the end of the Second
Silesian War (1744–1745) certainly influenced the decision, the congregations and Court Jews successfully obtained
permission for the return of the Bohemian and Moravian Jews to their places of residence in May of 1745, while the
Jews from Prague were forced to wait until 1748 for this right.
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Because of their way of life in the diaspora and their uncertain legal status, Jews were forced to develop structures of
political involvement like advocacy (Shtadlanut). The conditions of the “dialectic of assimilation” and especially the legis-
lation of the Habsburg empress activated the network of assistance for saving the threatened Jewish congregations.



The precarious legal status of Jews in Europe, which shaped their existence between acculturation and self-assertion,
between isolation imposed by the authorities and isolation chosen by the Jews themselves, became even more uncer-
tain in 1744 due to the religious policies of the empress. Nevertheless, the expulsion of the Jews from Prague, Bohemia
and Moravia motivated the congregations in the large cities, the Court Jews, their families and influential scholars to use
the Jewish communication network and mobilise against the banishment.
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In the course of the 19th century the absolutist states disappeared and with them went the Court Jews. Thereafter, al-
beit slowly, the Jews were granted civil rights. However, the early modern trade network and the tradition of advocacy
by prominent Jews did not disappear completely but survived into the 19th century and adapted to new challenges – as
did the mercantile trade in general.47 The Damascus Affair of 1840 revealed one of the more well-known business net-
works, that of the Rothschild family, and showed how skilfully it could be used to benefit the Jews of Damascus. The
family did not focus their energy only on the money trade, capital investments or the railway network, but also used
their connections to relieve the suffering of individual Jews and Jewish congregations. They acted thus as the Court
Jews had in the previous centuries in the tradition of Shtadlanut. The home office of the family in Frankfurt am Main
maintained contacts with the branches in Paris, London, Vienna and Naples and with a European-wide network of
agents with far-reaching business connections. It thereby created the basis for an effective exchange of information.48

In the Modern Age, this communication network was kept alive via trade and travel, though it was increasingly supple-
mented by new and other trade networks.
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Summary

Communication within the Jewish diaspora, at least in Europe from the mid-fifteenth until the 20th century, was shaped
by the circumstances the diaspora imposed on the Jews. Unified by their common religion, culture and language and
supported by a high degree of active and passive literacy as well as an unusually high level of mobility, the Jews devel-
oped a relatively stable and far-reaching network of communication within Europe and beyond.49 The main channels of
communication in the Jewish diaspora operated via the Jewish congregations, via paths which had been created by the
enforcement and interpretation of religious practice, as well as via the trade networks. The recognition of Jewish auton-
omy within the European feudal system created a relatively safe legal status for Jews, although it could not protect
them completely from expulsions. This autonomy, especially in the form of intercongregational organisations, however,
also reinforced the bond and solidarity between Jewish communities and local Jewries. Religious practice in the form of
the Halakhah and the scholarly exchange which ensued from it were the basis for the circulation of Jewish knowledge.
Via the specific forms of scholarly communication, doctrinal methods and contents could be transmitted and spread
over time and space, and the culture of discussion between Jewish scholars in the diaspora was thereby significantly in-
fluenced and encouraged. Trade and travel revealed the extraordinary mobility of the Jews as well as their multilingual-
ism.
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The structures of communication in the Jewish diaspora and the networks they employed shaped the preservation of
Jewish knowledge, traditional institutions and values. The continuation of premodern paths of communication and knowl-
edge on the one hand and the constant transterritorial and transcultural connections of the Jews on the other led to a
steady coexistence of premodern and modern elements of communication, which were accompanied by the adaptation
of new communication technologies in the Modern Age.50 Communication within the individual Jewish communities and
congregations of the premodern period was similar to that of the traditional surrounding societies; namely, it was limited
to the local congregation and usually created by oral or symbolic acts, it concerned primarily local or familial contacts,
and it was based on personal meetings. However, the communicative forms of Jews in their intercongregational organi-
sation, trade, travel and scholarly exchange resembled modern forms of communication.51 These quasi-modern chan-
nels of communication and network connections were dependent, however, upon the conditions of the medieval, Euro-
pean economy and the religiously motivated social exclusion of the Jews from vocations in agriculture and the crafts.
For this reason the Jewish networks, which had developed since the Middle Ages, became more important for premod-
ern Jewish society as a sphere of communication for the collective as well as for individuals.
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Following the dissolution of Jewish autonomy during the Haskalah and their legal emancipation, Jews in Europe increas-
ingly pinned their hopes on the countries in which they lived. The memory of the biblical land of Israel and the longing for
Zion continued to provide a more or less fixed geographical point of orientation, but until the foundation of the state of
Israel in 1948, this was primarily passed down in a spiritual, symbolic manner in rituals and prayers and gained a con-
crete orientation based on the land itself only with the Zionist movement (  Media Link #b0) at the end of the nine-
teenth and beginning of the 20th century. Although the religious forms remained, for the Ashkenazim (  Media Link
#b1) (that is, in a general sense, for the European Jewry) the largely secularised unity of the Jews in the Modern Age
rested on the symbolic forms of mutual unity and solidarity. It was related to the so-called “Jewish question” on a
transnational level and in this way carried on the premodern historical experience of the Jewish diaspora. This historical
experience was interpreted within a political context already in the Interwar period by historian Simon Dubnow’s
(1860–1941) (  Media Link #b2) autonomy concept. As part of the secular Jewish diaspora nationalism movement,
Dubnow pleaded for a transterritorial and transnational autonomy of the Jews in order to ensure the legal equality of
Jewish minorities, their self-administration and their independence in language and education.52 Contrary to the Zionists,
who rejected the diaspora, and contrary to the religious hopes of some Jews who accepted the diaspora as divinely im-
posed while they waited for a Messiah to lead them back to the Holy Land, Dubnow interpreted the way of life in the di-
aspora as a positive historical condition and experience of the Jews. For Dubnow, the Jewish people, who were part of
the history of nearly every continent, country and region, were the “most historical” of all peoples, because “[die]
Geschichte des jüdischen Volkes durchläuft, gleich einer Centralachse, die ganze Geschichte der Menschheit von deren
einem Pol bis zum anderen”.53
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In this sense, the Jewish networks embody the very conditions and experiences of the Jews in the “dialectic of assimila-
tion”. The main paths of communication via the autonomous congregations, religious practice and trade remained the
comparatively weak but constant ties of the Jewish diaspora.54 They created a sphere of communication which not only
reached across Europe, but connected Europe to its diverse neighbouring cultures. The Jewish networks, which con-
sciously engaged their non-Jewish neighbours as well and thus became more visible evolved out of the normal channels
of communication in times of crisis or other events which affected the entire Jewish diaspora.55 These events – violence
against Jews, expulsions, anti-Semitic agitation – which Jews perceived as crises, can be traced back to the conditions
of living in the diaspora and can be seen as evidence of the constant process of assimilation and self-assertion of the
Jews in their surrounding cultures.56 If Europe and European history is understood as the product of a constant intercul-
tural process of communication and transfer, in other words, as a sphere of communication, then the history of Jews
and Jewish networks are moments and processes of this communicative context.57 Because Jews lived everywhere in
Europe and were not bound to national states, they, based on their transnational, multilingual, mobile and primarily ur-
ban way of life, can be viewed as modern or postmodern “Europäer avant la lettre”.58
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the Jewish Diaspora: A Survey 1996.
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network and have therefore access to relevant information and can build bridges.

54.

^ Cf. Belliger / Krieger, Einführung in die Akteur-Netzwerk-Theorie, p. 40: "Netzwerkbildung beginnt dort, wo ein
Problem empfunden wird."

55.

^ Cf. Funkenstein, The Dialectics of Assimilation 1995.56.
^ Cf. Diner, Geschichte der Juden 2003; Diner, Imperiale Residuen 2006.57.
^ Diner, Imperiale Residuen 2006, p. 261.58.
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