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Amsterdam, November 2024

Jury report Hartog Beem Prize 2024

It was 38 years ago that the Hartog Beem Prize was established. The prize is named after the well-
known Dutch Jewish historian and pioneer in the research field of Western-Yiddish and the history
of Jewish life in the “mediene” — the Dutch Jewish world located outside of the major cities of the
Netherlands (more specifically and chauvinistically outside of Amsterdam). Beem, born in 1892,
published more than 400 articles and books including De Joden van Leeuwarden (The Jews of
Leeuwarden), Uit Mokum en de Mediene (From the City and the Province), Jeroshe and She erit and
Woordenboek van het Nederlandsche Jiddisch (A Dictionary of Dutch Yiddish). Together with father
and son Jozef and Dan Michman, Beem edited Pinkas. Geschiedenis van de Joodse Gemeenschap in
Nederland, a history of the Jews in all the cities and villages outside of Amsterdam from the earliest
times until de destruction of the Shoah and the post-war reconstruction. Presenting the prize is a
wonderful opportunity to commemorate Beem and his work and encourage others to contribute to the

writing of Jewish history and more specifically Dutch Jewish history.

The members of the Jury — Prof.dr. Karin Hofmeester, Prof.dr. Jessica Roitman, Prof.dr. Frank van
Vree and I as chair — have read and judged eight MA theses, four of which relate specifically to Dutch
Jewish history. In what follows I will briefly survey the contents of the entries submitted. All eight
theses displayed originality; however, they did so in quite different ways. Some authors analysed

hitherto untranslated or unexplored sources whose meaning had not yet been unlocked.

HET MENASSEH BEN ISRAEL INSTITUUT VOOR JOODSE SOCIAAL-WETENSCHAPPELIJKE EN CULTUURHISTORISCHE STUDIES IS EEN ACADEMISCH SAMENWERKINGSVERBAND
TUSSEN HET JOODS CULTUREEL KWARTIER, DE UNIVERSITEIT VAN AMSTERDAM EN DE VRIJE UNIVERSITEIT AMSTERDAM
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Among them is Zakhor Nishmat Avotenu (Jenneken Schouten), an analysis of an 18" century
memorbukh belonging to the Dutch Jewish community of Oisterwijk and Grootere diefstal bestond
er dus niet (Jesse Breet), an analysis of the process of the plundering of Jewish household goods in
the Netherlands under the Nazis and the role this theft played in the discrimination and persecution
of Dutch Jews. Others dared to study sources, topics and personalities that have been repeatedly
subjected to scrutiny by (often famous) historians, thereby arriving at new insights and drawing
alternative conclusions. These include: Das Reich Der Seele, an exploration of Walther Rathenau’s
Cultural Pessimism and Prussian Nationalism (Dieuwe Jan Beersma); “Ein Vaterland wird es Geben”
(Kyra Ursula Gerber), a study of Heines’ vision of Europe as a nexus of emancipation, freedom and
cultural diversity; Early Dutch Diplomacy in Israel (Julia Baumgarte) with a particular focus on the
role of the Dutch Envoy Johann Nederbragt in Israel’s foundational years 1947-1950; Negotiating
Exile & Belonging (Yael Isaacs), a study of the identity of Iranians Jewish Women refugees in the
United States in confrontation with the hegemonic American Ashkenazi identity; and
Onverschilligheid, onwil en antisemitisme (Margot Reijnders), a study of Jewish life in post-war
Amsterdam and Prague that by way of comparison shed light on the what the destruction of the
majority of European Jews meant for post-war European (Jewish) life. One student conducted hours
of participant-observer research in emotionally trying surroundings. The results were recorded in the
ethnographic exploration of the role of the sacred in the Spatial Storytelling in Yad Vashem (Wytze
Dijkstra).

Beginning with the latter, the Jury praised the stamina of the researcher in his quest for understanding
the presentation of the Shoah at Yad VaShem within the Israeli political and historical narrative. He
did so through a sophisticated methodology combining ethnography, museum studies and post-

modern/post-colonial studies.

The author of Zakhor Nishmat Avotenu was the first to translate and interpret a Dutch Jewish source
stemming from a newly founded Jewish community. The goal of this philological-historical quest

was to determine how the author of the Memorbukh attempted to integrate this newly founded
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community within the Dutch Ashkenazic world. The jury members were intrigued by the references
made by the Memorbukh’s author to learned kabbalists in establishing a pedigree. Was this

widespread among 18" ¢. Ashkenazic Jewry or a phenomenon linked to specific circles?

Indifference, Unwillingness and Antisemitism focuses on the pre- and postwar situation of the
Jodenbreestraat that had and continued in some way to act as a Jewish centre. The comparison with
Prague is a study of decisions made by a non-communist and communist country about the voids left
by the absence of the Jews in both cities. Despite differences, in both post-war cities the Jews were
absent physically and ignored by a lack of recognition of their plight under the Nazis whereby no

restoration of justice took place.

Das Reich der Seele is nothing less than a demythification of Rathenau as a representative of liberal,
representational democracy. Rathenau did not believe in the power of a common Europe, the author
avers, nor did he shift towards a more conciliatory international policy after World War I but
attempted to obstruct the Treaty of Versailles. His support of various policies usually led to the growth
of his own wealth and did not entail a rejection of his father’s industrialist career. A surprising

unmasking of an idealized figure in 20" ¢. Germany history.

Although Heine’s identity as a German, Jew and convert to Christianity has been discussed at length,
the writer of Ein Vaterland wird es geben claims that Heine’s desire for emancipation was not limited
to himself as a Jew, to the Jewish community or other minorities. He hoped for an emancipation that
reached beyond national borders through intellectual debate and revolution. He recognized Europe as
the ideal nexus of his emancipatory movement that would not only abolish discrimination, aristocratic
privilege and national prejudice but also combine and even transcend his German-Jewish-European
identity. The question as to whether this universal emancipation attributed to Heine includes a
recognition of cultural diversity as we understand it today or rather overrides or ignores differences

is a question that remains to be answered.
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Negotiating Exile & Belonging is a study of the literature written by first and second generation
Iranian-American Jewish women whose works have mostly been ignored in studies of “immigrant”
literature. In this cultural analytical study, their writings attest to the complex process of their
changing and developing identities as they seek to integrate both in the American and Jewish worlds
in the 2™ half of the 20™ c. It is a process that is quite different from the narrative recorded by 2

generation predominantly male American Ashkenazic Jews in the mid-20" c.

The early chronological focus in Early Dutch Diplomacy in Israel sheds light on the seminal period
in which the Jewish state was established. However, we missed a discussion of the role played by
Nederbragt’s Christian interests in his diplomacy, one that was simultaneously marked by

antisemitism and philosemitism.

Finally, the winning thesis: Grootere diefstal bestond er dus niet. The jury members praised the clear
structure of this well-written thesis based on systematic study of original source material — material
that has not yet been made available to the public, the disclosure of which has been subject to much
debate of late. The focus of the thesis is twofold: the organization of the plundering of household
goods on the one hand and the effect this had on society in general and on the Jews in particular on
the other hand. Contrary to what is often thought, the theft was not carried out by the Nazis themselves
but delegated to several instances and involved persons who were not known for their organizational
skills. The Dutch members of these organizations competed to gain favour with the Nazis, which led
to their radicalization. While at first sight chaos seems to typify the situation, the author convincingly
demonstrates that the Nazis consciously developed this polycratic system that worked quite
efficiently, requiring little intervention on their part. While scholars previously focused primarily on
the theft of jewels, stocks and bonds, money and other valuables, the author of this thesis demonstrates
that it was the widespread and public theft of common household goods that reduced the Jews to a
state of what Giorgio Agamben called “bare life”. They were publicly stripped not only of their
property but also of their identity, self-esteem and social position. They were thereby held in contempt

by their non-Jewish neighbours, which in turn led to an increase in indifference and antisemitism.
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There was consequently little protest when the Jews were sent to the camps and the property claims
made by the few survivors who returned were met with the same indifference and disdain they had

experienced prior to their deportation.

We congratulate Jesse Breet as the winner of the 16" Hartog Beem prize and hope that he — along
with other researchers — will gain easier access to the Centraal Archief Bijzondere Rechtspleging
(CABRO). We also laud all the authors who submitted their theses. We enjoyed reading their work,

are heartened by their interest in Jewish Studies, and hope that they will continue to contribute to the
field.

Prof.dr. Judith Frishman
Chair Jury Hartog Beem Prize 2024



