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Gcrshom Scholcm’s career must be con- 
sidcrcd among the most ambitious in the 
history of recent scholarship. The foun- 
der of the modern. systematic study of 
Cabala. Scholem has unearthed and 
explicated a long-buried- tradition of 
Jewish mysticism. He has demonstrated 
its decisive. even cataclysmic, impact 
throughout Jewish history. As his books 
are’ translated into English they have 
gcnerated new energies even among 
those American Jews who continue to 
respond to the crises of modernity. Es- 
pecially among younger Jews, his writ- 
ings have exercised an almost magical 
fascination, which I can best describe 
from my own experience: Upon first 
reading Scholcm I felt as if Judaism had 
been rrvcalcd to me anew. 

While Scholem’s previously pub- 
lished books-from Major Trends in  
Jewish Mysricisni to Sabberai Sevi: The 
Mvsric.al Mcssiali-have consistently 
shown the force of his erudition and 
intelligence. this new volume. On Jews 
arid Jirdaisni it1 Cr i s i s ,  presents 
Scholem as a deeply passionate human 
being as well. Admirably edited by 
Werner Danhauser. and ranging from a 
lengthy interview to topical articles, 
letters. memoirs. and full-blown es- 
says, these writings center upon three 
foci: Germany and its Jewish culture. 
Zionism. and Cabala. Arranged in 
chronological order. they suggest an 
outline fur Scholcm’s autobiography. 
His is an exemplary life that has con- 
stantly attempted to respond to the 
dialectics ( a  favorite word of 
Scholcm’s) of Jewish history and its 
requirements. 

Born in 18Y7 and a fourth-generation 
Be r I i ncr . S c ho I em f i rs t encountered 
Jewish history when. as a boy of four- 
teen. he rebelled against the bourgeois. 
assimilated, and self-hating Jewishness 
of his home: “Jews arc‘ only good for 
going to synagogue with.” his father 
once told him, though the youth was 
quick lo point out to his father that he 
had never seen a Christian German set 
foot within their home. When his father 
eventually kicked him out of the 

house-the ostensible cause was 
Scholem’s opposition to World War I 
-he had already embarked upon a 
deeper rebellion against the “lie” and 
“self-delusion” of German-Jewish 
existence. Rebellion took the form of 
joining up with Zionism and teaching 
himself Hebrew, “the way to the Jewish 
primary sources.” By 1923. when he 
emigrated to Palestine, where he has 
lived ever since, Scholem was deep into 
his cabalistic studies. 

Scholem’s personal rebellion was 
enacted against the backdrop of the 
century-long and ill-starred romance of 
German Jews with Germany and its 
culture, a subject to which Scholem 
repeatedly returns throughout this book. 
For him the overwhelming significance 
of this period lies not in his own in- 
volvement with it, nor in its necessary 
place in understanding the antecedents 
of the Holocaust-though he discusses 
both aspects-but because the so-called 
German-Jewish synthesis epitomizes 
for him the modem confrontation be- 
tween traditional Judaism and the forces 
or secularism. Although Scholem ar- 
gues that the ”dialogue” between Ger- 
mans and Jews never existed ”as a 
historical phenomenon.” he acknowl- 
edges that German language and cul- 
ture “bestowed the gift of unforgettable 
experiences. ..defined and gave expres- 
sion to the landscape of our youth,” and 
served to liberate a creativity among 
indir.idiial German Jews that added up 
to a cultural renaissance that has few 
parallels in all Jewish history. 

In  a group of recollective essays that 
form the core of this volume Scholem 
describes three such individuals with 
whom he also shared deep personal rela- 
tionships: S.Y. Agnon. the Hebrew 
writer whose novels brilliantly portray 
the Jew alienated from tradition; Walter 
Benjamin, for a time Scholem’s closest 
friend. whose profound literary criti- 
cism disguised (according to Scholem) 
radically Jewish ideas within the lan- 
guage of secular Marxist messianism; 
and Martin Buber. whose philosophy 
strongly influenced Scholem as a youth,  

though hc later became one of Bubcr’s 
most trenchant critics. 

Discussing these men and their work, 
Scholem’s voice modulates between 
endearing disrespect (for Buber’s 
Judaism, which was ”more comprehen- 
sible to everybody else than to the Jews 
themselves”). loving awe (for Agnon’s 
supremely fictionalized ”dialectics of 
simplicity”). and genuinely pained dis- 
appointment (at Benjamin’s Marxism 
and tragic death). But the real interest of 
these portraits lies in the context that his 
friends’ careers provide for understand- 
ing Scholem’s own commitments. Un- 
able to accept the dogmatic beliefs of 
religious institutions of traditional 
Judaism, Scholem initially came to 
”the world of the kabbalah out of my 
belief in Zionism as a living thing-as 
the restoration of a pzople that had 
degenerated quite a bit.” Before 
Scholem the Cabala had been dismissed 
and condemned by earlier Jewish (and 
mainly German) historians as an irra- 
tional, even pagan excrescence in 
Jewish intellectual history. But in the 
Cabala’s most esoteric myths and doc- 
trines Scholem found ”the fundamental 
feeling that there is mystery-a 
secret-in the world,” and in them he 
recognized the tremendous urges of a 
religious imagination that-despite its 
most destructive manifestations-had 
consolidated Judaism’s survival “as a 
I iving phenomenon. ’ * 

The survival of Judaism today as a 
living phenomenon, its ability to estab- 
lish values in a secularist world, has 
remained for Scholem an abiding con- 
cern. It was this concem that led him to 
Zionism, “the re-entry into world his- 
tory of the Jewish people.” and its 
continued urgency for him is nowhere 
more evident than in his reflections on 
contemporary Jewish theology. 
Scholem discusses the current viability 
of such theological categories as Crea- 
tion, Revelation, and Redemption with 
the same towering authority he has 
brought to their interpretation in Cabala 
and in rabbinic Judaism, yet he always 
shows himself keenly aware of the 
dialectics of Jewish history, fully cog- 
nizant that there can be no return to the 
certainties of the past. Scholem himself 
is adamantly opposed to the notion of a 
secularized Judaism-the current sec- 
ularization of the State of Israel he sees 
as only an inevitable phase in Jewish 
history-and he is less than optimistic 
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about the future: "I see somethirlg today 
that I didn't see fifty years ago: the 
threat of death, of oblivion, in the pro- 
cesses unfolding here." . 

Even forscholem this admission is an 
unusually apocalyptic one, and its pes- 
simism is relieved-though hardly 
reversed-by his repeated assertion that 

history has always worked in unpredict- 
able ways, and that the survival of 
Judaism is for him still a "riddle." 
Scholem's achievement has been to 
elucidate aspects of that riddle and to 
live a life that demonstrates how a 
modern Jew can still contribute to that 
survival. 

Mao Tse-tung in the Scales of History 
edited by Dick Wilson 
(Cambridge University Press; 343 pp.; $ I  9.95/$5.95) 

Werner Cohn 

One cannot help but be depressed by the 
failures of enlightened public opinion in  
the West to respond with any adequate 
strength to the enormity of the human 
rights problem i n  the People's Republic 
of China. Even Amnesty International 
has, to date, done next to nothing. The 
December, 1077, Bltlletin of its Cana- 
dian section, for examplc, mentions 
hundreds of political executions i n  
China in recent months but, as usual. 
buries the information among masses of 
appeals against right-wing governments 
and against the Soviet Union. 

There has been concomitant failure of 
English-language sinology to assess the 
Maoist regime. As a nonsinologist, one 
looks at questions that, for the most 
part, are noncontroversial among the 
experts and realizes that the problem is 
essentially one of methodology. 

The Western scholar has a hard time 
making sense of a culture in which he 
was not brought up. I t  is easy enough to 
come by bits and pieces of information 
("facts"). but it is less easy to f i t  these 
into a framework that fits the pieces 
together. I t  seems that the lack of estab- 
lishing such configurations has been 
attempted in three (sometimes overlap- 
ping) ways. For our present purpose 
they might be described as the 
xenophilous, the "normblizing." and 
the analytic. 

The xenophilous approach, encoun- 
tered in Western scholarship from time 
to time. is that of the enthusiast for 
strange new worlds. The scholar .of 
voodoo. for example, becomes a voo- 
doo adept (e.g.. Deren). Among si- 
nologists, the xenophilous approach 
-Maoist, to be more precise-is quite 

common. Its adepts seek to explain 
Chinese reality i n  terms of the ' 

categories, slogans, and moral cer- 
titudes of Maoist orthodoxy. This ap- 
proach has its institutional frame- 
work-the Committee of Concerned 
Asian Scholars-and readers who 
would like a taste of its recent produc- 
tions might look at the ponderous new 
book by Stephen Andors. 

The "normalizing" approach is i n  
some ways the very opposite of this 
xenophilia. While the latter uncritically 
accepts the foreign and the strange. the 
normalizer, being more ethnocentric, 
insists on seeing other cultures by way 
of familiar categories. Mao Tsc-trrrrg in 
the Scales of History is an outstanding 
example, although at points i t  reflects 
the xenophilous as well. 

The normalizing approach is much 
more common than the xenophilous and 
is the dominant approach of British and 
American sinology. Disagreements 
among Chinese leaders are reported as if 
they were disagreements among Ameri- 
can congressmen. For instance. no ref- 
erence is usually made to the rather 
radically different methods of persua- 
sion. Successes and failures of the 
Chinese economy are treated in  the vo- 
cabulary of technical (Western) eco- 
nomics, with nary a mention of the huge 
role of forced labor. (On this. see Bao 
and Chelminski.) The overall impres- 
sion created by this method is that con- 
temporary China is, after all. something 
familiar. something quite normal. 

An analytic approach, finally, is 
exemplified by Hannah Arendt's great 
book on Hitler's Germany and Stalin's 
Russia. The Origins of Totalitarianisin. 
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"This b o o k  is v in t age  
Cudd ihy ;  t ha t  is, it is bril- 
l iantly w r i t t e n ,  bri l l iantly 
argued and thoroughly pro- 
vocative."-Peter Berger 

"Cuddihy is a dynamic . . . 
writer . . . . He has a finely 
honed  sensitivity to t h e  re- 
ligious mind and  a refresh- 
ingly blunt way with ticklish 
i s sues  . . . . An or ig ina l ,  
s t i m u I at i n g c o n  t ri bu t  ion . " 
- Kirkus Reviews 

' I . .  . t he  frequent brilliance 
of his analysis of and  the  sus- 
tained wit of his intellectual 
narrative will earn him . . . 
gratitude from many readers 
. . . .'l-Richard lohn  Neuhaus 

"The core of the  book is de -  
voted to the  experiences of 
Reinhold Niebuhr, Rabbi Ar- 
thur  Hertzberg and  Jesuits 
Leonard Freeney a n d  lohn  
Courtney Murray. Cuddihy's 
delivery is lucid and  witty, 
and  i t  is stimulating to watch 
him explode  familiar myths." 
-Publishers Weekly 
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