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politische Kräfte um Anerkennung und Einfluss auf die Politik des Staates rangen. Auch 
auf diese Weise kristallisierten sich Kreise heraus, die seit 1848 im politischen Leben 
Preußens und dann Deutschlands eine führende Rolle spielten. Das letzte Kapitel widmet 
sich den Debatten, die im Rahmen des ersten vereinten gesamtpreußischen Landtags statt-
fanden. 

Neben der Schilderung dieser politischen Fragen sind auch die der symbolischen Ebene 
gewidmeten Passagen beachtenswert. Die Bemühungen um den Bau des Landtagssitzes 
(die zu damaliger Zeit nicht von Erfolg gekrönt waren) und das Fehlen eines Zeremoniells 
geben genauso Aufschluss über die Isolation und die tatsächliche politische Bedeutung 
dieses Gremiums wie die Analyse der parlamentarischen Debatten.  

Mit diesem Band wird eine empfindliche Lücke in unserem Kenntnisstand über die 
schlesische Geschichte geschlossen. Die Ausführlichkeit und die Sorge um Details machen 
die Publikation zu einem festen Bestandteil künftiger Bibliografien zur schlesischen Ge-
schichte. Nach der Lektüre stellt sich nur eine Frage: Hätte der Band, dessen Haupttext 
450 Seiten umfasst, nicht etwas komprimierter ausfallen können? 

Opole  Bernard Linek  
 
 

Michael Laurence Miller: Rabbis and Revolution. The Jews of Moravia in the Age of 
Emancipation. Stanford Univ. Press. Stanford 2011. XV, 464 S. ISBN 978-0-8047-7056-9. 
(€ 52,99.) 

This study is the first modern scholarly monograph that treats Moravian Jewry as “a co-
hesive whole, the sum of its many complex parts” (p. 8). The book accounts for the dis-
tinctive features of Moravian Jewry such as its special residential patterns characterized by 
the dominance of medium-size communities as well as its rather moderate and centrist pre-
dilections preserved even in the face of major controversies that deeply divided Jewish so-
cieties elsewhere during the 19th century. It also exposes the impact of draconian local re-
strictions of which the Familiants Law, the Jewish quarters and special Jewish tax were the 
chief manifestations. Michael Laurence M i l l e r ’ s  main goal, however, is not to provide a 
static collective portrait of the altogether 52 Moravian Jewish communities but to examine 
the various internal and external challenges and controversies that surrounded the complex 
process of Jewish integration into Moravian society “in the age of emancipation”. Some-
what ironically, this integration took place at the time when Moravian society was increas-
ingly divided between German and Czech nationalist camps – even if regional and supra-
national identity constructions admittedly continued to exert a more sustained impact here 
than, for instance, in Bohemia.  

Aiming to elucidate the recurrent tensions between local prerogatives and centralizing 
initiatives that characterized Moravian Jewry during the first half of the 19th century, M. 
devotes chapters to the personalities, convictions, roles and fates of its chief rabbis Morde-
cai Benet, Nehemias Trebitsch and Samson Raphael Hirsch, aiming to embed their stories 
in the process of the transformation of both Jewish society and Jewish-Christian relations. 
The scope of the study at times goes beyond discussions of crucially important Moravian 
rabbinical authorities, especially when M. describes the events of 1848 and the develop-
ments of subsequent years. While the book thus studies much more than the story of the 
Moravian Chief Rabbinate, its narrative fittingly ends with this institution losing much of 
its statute after the unexpected departure of Hirsch in 1851 and the spread of modern free-
doms. 

After an introductory chapter on the prehistory of modern Moravia and Moravian Jew-
ry, M. argues that the Moravian Haskalah, mediated through Vienna and Prague and crys-
tallized around the ideas of Gideon Brecher, “embodied the true spirit of Mendelssohn” as 
it managed to strike a balance “between Jewish tradition and European rationalism, treat-
ing the cross-fertilization as mutually beneficial” (p. 86). He tells the story of Benet who 
served as chief rabbi between 1789 and 1829. M. claims that Benet endorsed a rabbinic 
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version of the haskalah, clarifying that Benet did not reject secular knowledge but much 
rather viewed it as a potential “handmaiden” to the Torah, viewing internal attacks on hala-
khic tradition as much graver threats (p. 66, 97).  

While M. offers such positive depiction of the Moravian Haskalah and the mediating 
role of Benet, his assessment of Trebitsch, who served as chief rabbi between 1832 and 
1842, is decidedly more critical. Chapter 3 shows how the repeated attempts of Trebitsch 
to “shore up his authority over the religious and educational affairs of Moravian Jewry” 
backfired and authority ultimately devolved to the individual Jewish communities of Mo-
ravia (p. 100). Another crucial actor is Hirsch Fassel, the de facto political leader of Mora-
vian Jewry in the 1840s, whom M. presents as a rabbi closely identified with the conserva-
tive wing of the Reform movement. He explains that Fassel aimed to remain true both to 
tradition and modernity and suggested that a historical understanding of halakhic develop-
ment led to the distinction between principles (“moral laws”) and statutes (“religious 
laws”) – a distinction that enabled him to justify certain changes to Jewish ceremonial law.  

In 1847, the Jews of Moravia unanimously elected Hirsch, perhaps the preeminent 
champion of traditional Judaism in the German-speaking world of his day, as their chief 
rabbi. They installed him amidst much euphoria and great expectations but his autocratic 
and centralizing leadership style soon brought him into conflict with various Jewish com-
munities of Moravia intent on preserving their autonomy. As we read in Chapter 5, it was 
only during the revolution that Hirsch managed to garner wider support as he decided to 
act as a kind of shtadlan (intercessor) in the interests of Jewish emancipation. 

While much of the book thus focuses on decisively important rabbis and the context of 
their activities, M. offers a complex picture of the revolution of 1848 and of subsequent 
years, reflecting on the variety of Christian stances and actions. He shows the increasingly 
fierce disagreements surrounding the foundation of national guards and several separate 
Jewish guards that culminated in the outbreak of anti-Jewish violence, the level of which at 
first, however, remained well under those in Bohemia and Hungary (this was to drastically 
change in 1850 though). In Chapter 6, M. explains that “the debate over Jewish emancipa-
tion was a debate over the social and legal boundaries separating Christians and Jews” 
(p. 252) and shows that the Moravian opponents of emancipation perceived the Jewish 
question primarily as a property question and preferred to emphasize economic (and rela-
ted “quasi-moral”) arguments.  

In his subsequent chapter, M. analyzes the contested details of Jewish integration into 
larger society after the adoption of the Austrian constitution in March 1849. He covers sev-
eral crucial debates on topics such as the proposed amalgamation of Jewish and Christian 
townships (that the latter typically rejected, thus forcing altogether 27 Jewish communities 
of Moravia to retain their religious and political character even after 1867), the reorganiza-
tion of Jewish religious affairs and, last but not least, the future method of financing Jew-
ish religious and educational institutions. His closing chapter offers sketches of major de-
velopments following the declaration of emancipation in 1867. 

Rabbis and Revolution is a thoroughly researched and engagingly written narrative 
history. While M. makes insightful remarks on a host of central questions, the book could 
have profited from a somewhat stronger analytical focus. It addresses crucial matters such 
as the evolving tension between corporate and individual conception of the Jews of Mora-
via, the changing power relations between religious and secular members of the Jewish 
community, the connections between Moravian Jews and Jewries in other parts of the 
Habsburg Monarchy or the place of Jews in the nationality conflict of the Bohemian 
Lands, but does not always provide fully satisfying analyses of them. Even so, the book 
undoubtedly remains the best scholarly treatment of Moravian Jewry in the 19th century 
and constitutes an essential addition to scholarship on East Central European Jewries. 

Jena Ferenc Laczó 
 
 


