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Abstract: Erich Brauer (1895–1942) was born in Berlin, where he was active in
the Jung Juda youth-movement. A talented graphic artist, he was trained as an
ethnologist in Leipzig and is best known today for his ethnological studies
done in Palestine, especially his monographs on the Jews of Yemen (published
in German in 1934) and the Jews of Kurdistan (published in Hebrew in 1947
and in English in 1993). Brauer’s work is discussed in relation to his disciplin-
ary habitus as a diffusionist ethnologist whose dissertation in Leipzig was de-
voted to the religion of the Herero and what was then known as the “Hamitic
Thesis.” This background helps explain his relation to “the field” in two senses
– the site where ethnographic fieldwork is conducted and the disciplinary field
of German ethnology (Völkerkunde). These two fields are inseparable from one
another and are discussed in the context of the status of ethnographic disci-
plines at The Hebrew University in Mandatory Palestine. Finally, the paper ex-
amines historiographic issues relating to the fate of the communities Brauer
studied, his own Zionist identity, and the way German ethnology was practiced
during National Socialism.
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Steht man an einem Sonnabendnachmittag auf der Jaffa Straße von Jerusalem und läßt
die Juden aller Stämme an sich vorüberziehen, so wird man sogleich diese dunklen, klei-
nen, schmalgliedrigen Gestalten aus dem bunten Bilde der übrigen herauserkennen.2

This description of the Jews from Yemen was written by Erich Brauer, among
the first officially trained scholars in the emerging academic discipline of Völ-
kerkunde in Germany, who completed his dissertation in 1924 at the University
of Leipzig on the religion of the Herero of South-West Africa. Although Brauer is
not well known in German ethnological circles today, his works on the Jews of
Yemen and the Jews of Kurdistan are recognized as milestones in the study of
these communities in Israel, where he is considered one of the forefathers of
local anthropology as it developed in Palestine.3

In what follows, we will discuss Brauer’s work from two perspectives. First,
we will characterize Brauer’s disciplinary habitus as a researcher.4 Relying on
Bourdieu’s terminology,5 we assume that Brauer’s activity in Palestine follows a
practical logic, learned in Germany, which is manifested explicitly and impli-



2 Erich Brauer, Ethnologie der Jemenitischen Juden (Heidelberg: Carl Winters Universitätsbuch-
handlung, 1934), 51: “One stands on a Saturday afternoon on Jaffa Street in Jerusalem, letting
the Jews from all the communities pass by, and immediately one manages to distinguish these
dark, small, slim forms from the rest of the whole picture.”
3 Orit Abuhav has researched Erich Brauer and published two articles about him in Hebrew.
See: Orit Abuhav, “Pnei adam: al trumatam shel ha-etnologim Erich Brauer ve-Raphael Patai
le-ḥeker ha-antropologia shel ha-yehudim” [The Human Countenance: The Contribution of the
Ethnologists Erich Brauer and Raphael Patai to the Anthropology of the Jews],Meḥkarei yerusha-
layim be-folklor yehudi 22 (2002), 159–177; Orhit Abuhav, “Antropologia be-hithavut: ha-univer-
sita ha-ivrit u-mada ha-adam” [The Hebrew University and the ‘Science of Man’ up to 1948], in
Toldot ha-universita ha-ivrit be-yerushalayim: hitbasesut uẓmiḥa, ed. Hagit Lavsky (Jerusalem:
The Hebrew University Magnes Press, 2005), 573–593. Brauer’s pioneering status is also re-
flected in her Hebrew book on the history of anthropology in Israel. See: Orit Abuhav, Karov
eẓel aḥerim: hitpatḥut ha-antropologia be-yisrael (Tel Aviv: Resling, 2010).
4 Though the term “disciplinary habitus” is an extension of Bourdieu’s terminology, we em-
ploy it here in a similar way to that used by James Clifford. See: James Clifford, “Spatial Prac-
tices: Fieldwork, Travel and the Disciplining of Anthropology,” in Anthropological Locations:
Boundaries and Grounds of Field Science, eds. Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson (Berkeley and
Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1997), 85–222.
5 We try to avoid what Pierre Bourdieu called “legalism”: “the tendency among ethnologists to
describe the social world in the language of rules” and to replace it with a less rigid terminol-
ogy, where “the modes of behavior created by the habitus do not have the fine regularity of the
modes of behavior deduced from a legislative principle: the habitus goes hand in glove with
vagueness and indeterminacy […] it obeys a practical logic, that of vagueness, of the more-or-
less, which defines one’s ordinary relation to the world.” See: Pierre Bourdieu, “Codification,”
in In Other Words: Essays Towards a Reflexive Sociology, trans. by Matthew Adamson (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1990 [1987]), 76–78 (original italics).
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citly in his work on Jewish communities in Jerusalem. We will then discuss
Brauer’s studies as they apply both to the field as a site of ethnography and the
disciplinary field of German ethnology (Völkerkunde). These two fields are inse-
parable, and will be discussed in the context of the status of ethnographic dis-
ciplines at The Hebrew University in Mandatory Palestine. Finally, we will ex-
amine historiographic issues relating to the fate of the communities Brauer
studied as well as the way German ethnology was practiced during National
Socialism. Following the ethno-historian Greg Dening, who noted that “[h]is-
tories are metaphors of the past: they translate sets of events into sets of sym-
bols. But histories are also metonymies of the present: the present has existence
in and through their expression,”6 we examine our own academic field in rela-
tion to Brauer’s fieldwork and his position in the field of ethnology.

Erich Immanuel Brauer was born to a Jewish family in Berlin on July 28,
1895.7 In childhood, he was diagnosed with Scheuermann’s disease, which left
him a hunchback for the rest of his life.8 In his youth, Brauer was one of the
leaders of the Jung Juda Zionist youth movement and was deeply involved with
the movement’s activities.9 He was a talented graphic artist who worked in gra-



6 Greg Dening, Performances (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), 37.
7 The following biographical sketch is based on four main sources: a short handwritten CV by
Brauer, Apr. 15, 1924, Universitätsarchiv Leipzig, Phil. Fak. Prom. 9976; a letter Brauer wrote to
the School of Oriental Studies of the Hebrew University, Oct. 16, 1929, The Hebrew University
Archive, Lord Plummer file; a letter Brauer wrote to the Hebrew University Chancellor, Dr. Y. L.
Magnes, Jan. 27, 1935, The Hebrew University Archive, Brauer file; a letter from Brauer’s sister,
Grete Heller to Raphael Patai, undated, but based on the correspondence between the two, it is
probably from August 1946 (we thank Dr. Orit Abuhav, who supplied us with a copy of this
valuable letter).
8 This is visible in photos shown in the online archive of the Brauer-Heller family (whose in-
credible documentation of Brauer’s output and of the everyday life of German-Jews in Palestine
is beyond the scope of the present article). The archive was uploaded by Brauer’s nephew, Eri
Heller, to “Flickr.” It contains numerous sets of paintings, drawings, graphic designs and
photos by Brauer, as well as photos of Brauer himself. See http://www.flickr.com/photos/erich-
brauer/sets/ (accessed October 17 2013). The archive also contains documentation of the life of
the family of Grete Heller (Brauer’s sister), which is of particular interest to students of Ger-
man-Jewish life in Palestine: http://www.flickr.com/photos/hellerbrauer/sets/. We would like
extend our gratitude to Eri Heller for his labors in creating this internet archive and for allow-
ing us to reproduce some photos in this publication. Sammlung Familien Brauer / Heller is
stored in the Jewish museum in Berlin. For a complete list of contents of this collection see:
http://objekte.jmberlin.de/object/jmb-obj-452241.
9 In the youth movement he befriended Gershom (Gerhard) Scholem. In Berlin they jointly
edited Die Blau-Weisse Brille – which, according to Brauer’s sister, was a humorous teenager
journal: letter from Ms. Heller to Raphael Patai, Sep. 23, 1947, folder 107, Edoth Archive, Arc.
40 1737, The National Library of Israel, Archives Department. It seems that Brauer was a promi-
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phic design between 1915 and 1917. After failing to be accepted into art school
in Berlin he turned to ethnology and, in October 1917, began his studies in this
and related disciplines at the universities of Berlin, Basel, Bern, Jena, Freiburg
and, finally, Leipzig. During his studies he attended lectures by economic his-
torian/geographer Eduard Hahn, geographer Hans Meyer; the African linguists
Hans Stümme and Dietrich Westermann; sociologist Alfred Vierkandt; and eth-
nologists Felix von-Luschan, Eduard Seler, Ernst Grosse, Max Schmidt, Walter
Lehmann, Fritz Krause and Karl Weule. The latter supervised Brauer’s doctoral
dissertation in Leipzig, where he received his doctorate in 1924. After publishing
his dissertation in 1925 he arrived in Palestine for the first time. He spent a few
months on a mission from the Ethnographic Museum in Leipzig (and its direc-
tor, Karl Weule) collecting material on everyday life in Palestinian (Arab) vil-
lages, as well as objects he found in them.

Nevertheless, when Brauer arrived in Palestine, he became fascinated with
specifically Jewish ethnology. He returned in 1927 and began studying Jewish
communities, eventually focusing his interest on the Yemenite Jewish commu-
nity. In 1929, the newly founded Hebrew University of Jerusalem awarded him
the Lord Plummer prize, which helped him complete his research. He returned
to Berlin to work on the Yemenite material, which was eventually published as
a monograph by Heidelberg University as Ethnologie der Jemenitischen Juden
(1934).10 He continued his work on African practices and customs and did com-
parative work on tribes in south-eastern Africa,11 but the rise of National Social-
ism ended his German academic career and he immigrated to Palestine. In 1936,
The Hebrew University’s Foundation for German Refugees granted him a scho-
larship that allowed him time for ethnological work among the Jewish commu-



nent figure in this group in Berlin – see: Hannah Weiner, No’ar toses be-eda sha’anana: tnu’ot
hano’ar Haẓiyoniyot ve-he-ḥaluẓ be-germania [Youth in Ferment within a Complacent Commu-
nity] (Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv University, 1996), 94–104.
10 During that time he also published three articles concerning the Jews of Yemen– including
a bibliographic review of works in Hebrew and an article in German about Jewish Yemenite
women.
11 In a letter Brauer wrote to Dr. Magnes (Jan. 27, 1935, The Hebrew University Archive, Brauer
file, Hebrew), Brauer mentioned his intention to start writing a book named The First White that
would try “to describe on scientific foundations the process of the first meeting between the
white people and the natives.” This quotation demonstrates his preoccupation with issues of
cultural contact, and it could be that Brauer was influenced by the people he met in Berlin –
namely, Richard Thurnwald who worked there at the same time. See: Richard Thurnwald, Black
and White in East Africa (London: George Routledge and Sons, 1935). Other than the influence
scholars such as Thurnwald had on these studies, one cannot ignore some parallels that Brauer
may have drawn between the African case and the one he encountered in Palestine, where he
possibly viewed himself as a European “white” in contact with non-European “blacks.”
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nities of Jerusalem. During this period, he published articles on the Palestinian
Fellahin (Fellachen), on the Jews of Afghanistan and of Yemen and, most impor-
tantly, on the Jews of Kurdistan, who had become his focus of study. His research
included anthropological measurements, taking photographs, and laying the
foundation for an ethnological collection, which is partly housed today at the
Israel Museum. After four years of work as a research associate at The Hebrew
University, his scholarship was terminated. His deteriorating health did not allow
him to conclude his Kurdish monograph, and he died in 1942. The unfinished
manuscript was taken by Raphael Patai, who edited and published it in Hebrew
in 1947. It was re-published in English in 1993, fifty years after Brauer’s death.

I. “Diese dunklen, kleinen, schmalgliedrigen
Gestalten”: Behind the Scenes

Let us first return to the scene portrayed on Jaffa Street. This figurative depic-
tion, which invites the reader to join in a sensual experience, obscures the fact
that the “man,” standing on Jaffa Street gazing at the passers-by is, in fact,
Brauer himself (see fig. 1). More than an ontological reality, the description re-
flects Brauer’s epistemology as a German-trained ethnologist.12 It is, therefore,
crucial to understand the background of the aforementioned “ethnographic mo-
ment” in order to reveal what may have taken place “behind the scenes.”

Brauer’s interest in the Yemenites sprung from his training as an ethnolo-
gist who focused initially on Africa. His doctoral dissertation, Züge aus der Reli-
gion der Herero: ein Beitrag zur Hamitenfrage, published in Leipzig (1925) as part
of the Staatlich-sächsisches Forschungsinstitut für Völkerkunde, aroused great
interest in the academic community.13 As the word Beitrag implies, the work
addressed a weighty issue that occupied German ethnologists at the time,



12 In her monumental work, Marchand discusses the relation between German scholars and
“the Orient.” See Suzanne Marchand, German Orientalism in the Age of Empire: Religion, Race
and Scholarship (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009). It is difficult to determine just
how Brauer’s gaze was informed. Nevertheless, one should keep in mind that what Brauer no-
ticed when he walked in the streets of Jerusalem was informed by views that were constructed
by some of the scholars Marchand mentions in her work, as well as by disciplinary constraints.
13 Erich Brauer’s Züge aus der Religion der Herero: ein Beitrag zur Hamitenfrage (Leipzig: 1925)
was quoted in many important works by writers with a wide range of interests (though mainly
by Africanists). The interest in his work went beyond the confines of German ethnology; e.g., it
was quoted in Carl Meinhof, Die Religionen der Afrikaner in ihrem Zusammenhang mit dem
Wirtschaftsleben (Oslo: H. Aschenhoug, 1926); Audrey I. Richards, Hunger and Work in a Savage
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namely the so-called Hamitenfrage. Edith R. Sanders, who wrote critically about
the genealogy of the term “Hamitic” and its manifestation in anthropology and
African studies, sums up the “Hamitic hypothesis” as follows: “It states that
everything of value ever found in Africa was brought there by the Hamites,
allegedly a branch of the Caucasian race.”14 The premise that the Herero of
South-West Africa were influenced by the Hamites was connected to the Herero
economy, and was articulated by Brauer in the beginning of his introduction:

Man rechnet sie unter die Bantuneger, deren Klassensprache sie besitzen und denen sie
anthropologisch gleichgestellt werden. Sie unterscheiden sich aber von ihnen ganz durch
ihre Wirtschaftsform. Der Bantuneger ist der typische Hackbauer [...]. Die Herero sind da-
gegen als einzige Bantu reine Viehzüchter.15

Fig. 1: Jaffa Street in Jerusalem 1928. Photographed by Erich Brauer. By courtesy of Eri Heller



Tribe (London: George Routledge and Sons, 1932); H. G. Luttig, The Religious System and Social
Organization of the Herero: A Study in Bantu Culture (Utrecht: Kemink en zoon, 1933).
14 Edith R. Sanders, “The Hamitic Hypothesis; Its Origin and Functions in Time Perspective,”
The Journal of African History 10, 4 (1969): 521–532.
15 Erich Brauer, Züge aus der Religion der Herero: ein Beitrag zur Hamitenfrage (Leipzig: R.
Voigtländers Verlag, 1925), 1.
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This privileged conception of the Herero constitutes a link in a long chain of
prior conceptions, which attribute a general “constant” economic form to var-
ious African groups, be they the Herero “cowmen” or the “Bushmen.”16 Brauer
sought to go beyond this economic description of Herero affinities with “the
Hamites” by investigating their religious worldview, allegedly an independent
variable. However, his work retained various economic pre-suppositions, as
many of the rituals he investigated were connected to cattle rearing (for exam-
ple, cow milking). This may explain Brauer’s conclusion, in which he maintains
that the Herero were noticeably influenced by the Hamites; he uses diffusionist
terminology linking Herero culture to influences that reached them from outside
Africa:17

Es ließ sich eine Reihe von Merkmalen bei den Herero aufzeigen, die sicher der Kultur
der hamitischen Viehzüchter Afrikas zuzuweisen sind. Darüber hinaus wird sich wohl
zeigen lassen, daß die Hamiten Afrikas Glieder eines auch außerhalb Afrikas nachweis-
baren Kulturkreises sind, des Kulturkreises der Viehzüchter, dessen Definition P. W.
Schmidt versucht hat.18

As this quotation demonstrates, Brauer was interested in a wide geographical
area, engaging the diffusionist discourse (Kulturhistorische Methode or Kultur-
kreislehre), which at the time was dominant in German-speaking ethnological
circles. In the introduction to the The Jews of Kurdistan, Raphael Patai wrote
that “Brauer remained faithful to the Kulturkreise to the end of his life and was,
moreover, a militant exponent of this theory.”19 Given this, it is crucial to sketch
a picture of this line of thought.



16 Robert J. Gordon demonstrates this kind of essentialist classification in his discussion of the
static picture of the “Bushmen” as hunter-gatherers (occasionally tagged “the Ur-race of Afri-
ca”), without considering the “increasing evidence of the flexibility of foraging systems of peo-
ple like Bushmen who would adopt pastoralism or rural proletarianization and then later revert
back to foraging.” See: Robert J. Gordon, The Bushman Myth (Boulder: Westview Press, 1992),
18.
17 Charles G. Seligman, one of the founders of British anthropology and a keen supporter of
the Hamitic hypothesis, distinguished in his popular classic between “the true Negro,” “Ha-
mites” (eastern and northern), “half-Hamites” and Bantu: The Herero, according to Seligman,
falls under the latter category. Brauer tried to demonstrate that the Herero where closer to what
Seligman would call a “half-Hamite” race. See: Charles G. Seligman, Races of Africa (London:
The Home University Library, 1930), 188.
18 Brauer, Züge aus der Religion der Herero, 113.
19 Erich Brauer, The Jews of Kurdistan, ed. Raphael Patai (Detroit: Wayne State University
Press, 1993), 26; Originally published in Hebrew as Yehudei kurdistan: meḥkar etnologi (Jerusa-
lem: The Palestine Institute for Folklore and Ethnology, 1947), 12.
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German diffusionism began, according to Woodruff Smith, in the 1880s with
Friedrich Ratzel, the renowned geographer from Leipzig.20 It was later taken up
by Leo Frobenius, although a “self-conscious diffusionist school […] is usually
ascribed to a conference in 1904 at which Fritz Graebner and Bernhard Anker-
mann read papers describing Kulturkreise in Oceania and Africa.”21 Diffusionism
was later taken up by Pater Wilhelm Schmidt (mentioned in the German quota-
tion above), who founded the journal Anthropos and helped disseminate diffus-
sionist ideas. Although these scholars were divided on crucial matters of prac-
tice and ideology and thus did not form a school in the strict sense, they did
share some important common assumptions. Diffusionists emphasized the his-
torical dimension of the cultures they studied by observing changes over space
and time. Consequently, they highlighted the importance of agriculture, agricul-
tural technology, and their dissemination. Their engagement with broad areas
the size of the continent (the maps in the appendix of Brauer’s Hamitic study
span the whole of Africa’s length and most of its breadth), meant that fieldwork
in the sense developed in British anthropological circles – especially inspired
by the work of Bronisław Malinowski, where the researcher spends months in
the “field” among the community studied – had limited significance for them.
Fieldwork was irrelevant to studies that sought causal explanations involving
communities separated by thousands of kilometers.22

How can we summarize the “intellectual baggage” Brauer carried with him
when he left Leipzig for Palestine? Professionally, he was exposed to ethnologi-
cal as well as physical anthropological methods. His dissertation lay at the very
center of the emerging academic discipline of Völkerkunde. In addition, as a stu-
dent of Weule, who served as the director of the Grassi-Museum für Völkerkunde
zu Leipzig, Brauer would have been aware of the importance that his teacher and



20 Woodruff D. Smith, “The Social and Political Origins of German Diffusionist Ethnology,”
Journal of the History of the Behavioral Sciences 14 (1978): 103–112. Numerous reviews were writ-
ten over the years about German diffussionism. See for example some more recent works: An-
drew Zimmerman, Anthropology and Antihumanism in Imperial Germany (Chicago and London:
The University of Chicago Press, 2001); Alan Barnard, History and Theory in Anthropology (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000).
21 Smith, “The Social and Political Origins of German Diffusionist Ethnology,” 104; original
italics.
22 Alan Barnard relates to diffusionism’s continuation in archaeological and biological anthro-
pology, however he notes that “Of all theories, diffusionism is probably the least popular in
present-day social anthropology.” See Alan Barnard, History and Theory in Anthropology (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 54.
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the broader public attached to ethnographic collections.23 Indeed, Brauer’s first
trip to Palestine was a museological venture to collect Palestinian-Arab artifacts.

Brauer’s diffusionist theoretical background was coupled with his conviction
that race played an important role in human development. The Hamitic thesis
makes this very clear, as race stands at the basic core of the theory. Methodologi-
cally, Brauer was trained as a “couch anthropologist,” to use a derogatory term
employed by fieldwork-anthropologists. Indeed, he came from a tradition that
did not gain its authority from fieldwork or the metaphors associated with it
(e.g., “going to the field”) at all, and so never visited Africa for his dissertation.24

Even the art of collecting ethnographic artifacts, in which Weule and his mu-
seum excelled, was considered by Weule merely as an elementary branch of eth-
nographic work.25 The implication of this was that encounters in the field were
hardly relevant to a discipline that strove to construct theoretical meta-narratives
largely based on lay forms of observation (i.e., knowledge gathered by travelers,
missionaries, etc.). The ethnologist’s task was to sort data and analyze it in the
intellectual environment of the university. Despite this, Brauer’s analytic gaze
was that of an ethnologist trained in graphic art. His ability to examine details
and his use of machinery (camera as well as pencil) are manifest in his writings.
His diaries were written in short sentences, accompanied by drawings and
sketches that demonstrate his visual capacity.26 Standing on Jaffa Street, Brauer
noticed more than just “dark,” arbitrary shapes. In his work, he depicts them
with great precision using scientific terminology. Thus, his conceptualization
goes beyond a mere description of the Yemenites as “auffallend dunkel”; he uses
the von Luschan chromatic scale to assess the color of their skin as part of his
cultural (and racial) account. In short, Brauer knew how to translate his encoun-
ters with “dunklen, kleinen, schmalgliedrigen Gestalten,” using instruments to es-



23 H. Glenn Penny, Ethnology and Ethnographic Museums in Imperial Germany (Chapel Hill
and London: The University of North Carolina Press, 2002), 158: “From the first days of its
existence the Leipzig museum maintained an uncommonly consistent and even exceptional
public profile […] serving a broad audience with varied interests and desires.”
24 On the value of different locations in the development of science, and the emergence of the
field as an acceptable scientific location, see: David N. Livingstone, Putting Science in Its Place:
Geographies of Scientific Knowledge (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2003), 40–48.
25 For a valuable discussion of Weule’s “to the field narrative,” see: Andrew Zimmerman,
“‘What do You Really Want in German East-Africa, Herr Professor?’ Counterinsurgency and the
Science Effect in Colonial Tanzania,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 48 (2006):
419–461.
26 Some of his diaries from his time in Palestine are kept in the archives of the National Li-
brary of Israel, Department of Manuscripts and Institute of Microfilmed Hebrew Manuscripts,
Manuscript V 1943.
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tablish scientific, ethnological “facts” that would help him construct the Jews
from Yemen as a well-defined group.27 This clearly indicates how physical
anthropology was closely tied to the work of ethnologists in Germany at that
time.

II. Discontinuities and Continuities

Despite continuities in Brauer’s work that contextualize his first impressions of
the Yemenite Jews he encountered in Jerusalem, his ethnological study offers
more than a mere physical description of them. In fact, the work explicitly re-
jects the direction he pursued in his dissertation. While minor links persist in
reference to a Yemenite-Hamitic “racial connection,” in contrast to his disserta-
tion, Brauer’s Yemenite book consciously avoids and refrains from theoretical
generalizations: “[…] der Forscher [muß] mit den feinsten ‘Meßinstrumenten’ ar-
beiten und [sich] bei der Beschreibung […] vor jeder Generalisierung bewah-
ren.”28 This statement fundamentally contradicts the search for generalizations
that motivated his Herero work carried out under Karl Weule. In fact, after
studying the Jews from Yemen, Brauer did not return to Leipzig, where the in-
stitute was now headed by Otto Reche, a notorious anti-Semite who had re-
placed the deceased Weule.29 Instead, Brauer went to Berlin, where he came



27 Here we follow Latour’s ideas in relation to the construction of scientific facts as well as his
emphasis on the role non-human actors play in the construction of social groups – in the pre-
sent case, the Yemenites, see: Bruno Latour and Steve Woolgar, Laboratory Life: The Social
Construction of Scientific Facts (Beverly Hills: Sage Publications, 1979); Bruno Latour, Reassem-
bling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2005).
28 Brauer, Ethnologie der Jemenitischen Juden, v.
29 Otto Reche was a physical anthropologist who held anti-Semitic views and who eagerly
joined the Nazis at a very early stage. See Andre Gingrich, “The German Speaking Countries,”
in One Discipline, Four Ways: British, German, French, and American Anthropology, eds. Fredrik
Barth and others (Chicago and London: Chicago University Press, 2005), 111–136. In fact, Reche
waged a fierce crusade in Leipzig against Marianne Schmidl, a Jewish ethnologist who was
later murdered by the Nazis. In Herta Nöbauer’s terms – she first suffered a social death, then
a professional death (for which Reche was responsible) prior to her physical death. See: Herta
Nöbauer, “Racialised Gender, Gendered Race and Gendered-Racialised Academia: Female-Jew-
ish Anthropologists in Vienna,” in Life, Death and Sacrifice. Women and Family in the Holo-
caust, ed. Esther Hertzog (Jerusalem and New York: Gefen Publishing House, 2008), 129–159.
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under the influence of Richard Thurnwald and Diedrich Westermann.30 Brauer’s
break from his earlier diffusionist work is evident in his remarks pertaining to a
warning issued by Thurnwald, a functionalist ethnologist known for siding
against diffusionism: “Ein solches Manipulieren mit zu einem Eigenleben ver-
zauberten Abstraktionen ist besonders gefährlich auf Völkerkundlichem Ge-
biet.“31 From his Yemenite book and his later Kurdish ethnology, it would ap-
pear that Brauer had decided to abandon diffusionism. In fact, Patai (who
published Brauer’s monograph on the Kurdish Jews) commended Brauer for
adopting an objective approach that did not harness the ethnological work in
Palestine to his diffusionist convictions. Nevertheless, while it is clear that
Brauer’s work in Palestine differs greatly from his dissertation in downplaying the
role of theory, one can point to important continuities between his work in Leipzig
and his later work. First of all, and characteristic of diffusionist ethnologies, the
historical dimension is very prominent. The books include a long chapter on the
history of the Jewish community of Yemen and of Kurdistan. These historical
chapters describe the influence of other cultures in the surrounding geographical
areas. Cultural influences are found throughout both books – e.g., in Brauer’s atti-
tude toward economy and agriculture. Functionalist ethnologists were far more
committed to a “presentist” discourse based on encounters in the field. This his-
torical dimension in Brauer’s works may attest to his diffusionist background.

While on the surface Brauer seems to follow Thurnwald’s fieldwork ap-
proach, in many respects he remained on the “Leipzig couch,” and his “to the
field narrative” was never fully realized. His Leipzig work and the style of writ-
ing he developed there, as an ethnologist removed from the field, is still very
prominent in his later work.

Brauer’s observations and methods can be better appreciated when his
work is compared to other scholars who were trained in Europe and worked in
Palestine parallel to him. The interest in the communities Brauer studied, and
especially the Jews of Yemen, began much earlier.32 A key figure, who studied
the Jews from Yemen a generation prior to Brauer, was the musicologist A. Z.
Idelsohn. By the time Brauer arrived in Palestine, Idelsohn was working in the
United States, reorienting his studies to the Jewish folk-music traditions of Eur-



30 Westermann even offered Brauer a post as a Dozent in Berlin. See: Letter from Brauer to
the Hebrew University Chancellor, Dr. Y.L. Magnes, Jan. 27, 1935, The Hebrew University Ar-
chive, Erich Brauer File.
31 Brauer, Ethnologie der Jemenitischen Juden. v.
32 Noah S. Gerber, Anu o sifrei hakodesh she-beyadeinu? Ha-gilui ha-tarbuti shel yehudei teiman
[Ourselves or Our Holy Books? The Cultural Discovery of Yemenite Jewry] (Jerusalem: Yad Izhak
Ben-Zvi and the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 2013).
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ope.33 Brauer’s work may be set in relation to other Jewish-German scholars
who studied the same communities he studied. Shelomo Dov Goitein published
a book on Yemenite proverbs in the same year that Brauer published his mono-
graph.34 Joseph Joel Rivlin published several articles on the Jews from Kurdistan
(and a complete book in 1959).35 Walter Fischel studied the history of the Jews
of Kurdistan and Afghanistan, even visiting Kurdistan.36 These scholars, espe-
cially Goitein and Rivlin, were influenced by Joseph Horwitz, doyen of the Insti-
tute for Oriental Studies at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, who studied
both Islamic and Jewish literary tradition.37 To these scholars one should add
Irene Garbell, a Jewish-Russian linguist who pursued Oriental Studies in Heidel-
berg and Berlin before settling in Palestine in 1929, where she studied different
communities before venturing in the 1950s into a rich, field-based study of the
language and folklore of the Jews from Kurdistan as a professor of linguistics at
The Hebrew University.38 Considering Brauer’s work in the context of the ethno-
graphic work conducted by Idelsohn, Goitein, Rivlin, and Garbell, one may note
that, whereas for Brauer it was the eye that figured as a key instrument in his
work, the other scholars relied mostly on their ears. This, we maintain, is clo-



33 Abraham Zvi Idelsohn, “Aus dem geistigen Leben der echtorientalischen Juden in Vordera-
sien,” Mitteilungen zur Jüdischen Volkskunde 17 (1914): 2–9. On Idelsohn, see James Loeffler,
“Do Zionists Read Music from Right to Left? Abraham Tsvi Idelsohn and the Invention of Israeli
Music,” Jewish Quarterly Review 100, 3 (2010): 385–416; Judah M. Cohen, “Rewriting the Grand
Narrative of Jewish Music: Abraham Z. Idelsohn in the United States,” Jewish Quarterly Review
100, 3 (2010): 417–53.
34 Shlomo Dov Goitein, Jemenica (Leipzig: Otto Harrassowitz, 1934).
35 See Joseph Joel Rivlin, “Sipur david ve-goliat (bilshon ha-targum),” [The Story of David and
Goliath – In the Language of Targum] Ẓion me’asef 4 (1930): 109–120; Joseph Joel Rivlin, “Sifru-
tam shel yehudei zako,” [The Literature of the Jews of Zaxo] in Sefer zikaron le-asher gulak ve-
shmuel klein (Jerusalem: The Hebrew University Press, 1942), 171–186. His book on the topic
appeared much later and makes ample references to Brauer’s posthumous work: Joseph Joel
Rivlin, Shirat yehudei ha-targum [The Songs of the Targum Jews] (Jerusalem: Mosad Bialik,
1959).
36 Fischel’s studies were textually oriented. Even on journeys in Asia he was more interested
in manuscripts than in ethnographic observations. See Walter J. Fischel, “Makama al ha-ram-
bam,” [A Maqama on Maimonides] Tarbiṣ 6, 3 (1935): 177–181; Walter J. Fischel, “Igrot kurdi-
stan,” [Letters of Kurdistan] Sinai 7 (1940): 167–177; Walter J. Fischel, “The Jews of Kurdistan a
Hundred Years Ago: A Traveler’s Record,” Jewish Social Studies 6, 3 (1944): 195–226.
37 Menachem Milson, “Reshit limudei ha-aravit ve-ha-islam ba-universita ha-ivrit,” [The Begin-
ning of Arabic and Islamic Studies at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem] in Toldot ha-universi-
ta ha-ivrit be-yerushalayim: shorashim ve-hatḥalot, ed. Shaul Katz and Michael Heyd (Jerusalem:
The Magness Press, 1997), 575–88.
38 Irene Garbell, The Jewish Neo-Aramaic Dialect of Persian Azerbaijan: Linguistic Analysis and
Folkloristic Texts (The Hague: Mouton, 1965).
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sely related to Brauer’s background as an ethnologist trained in observing and
accumulating knowledge (see fig. 2).

Brauer was not the only trained ethnologist operating in Palestine. In con-
sidering his research among the Palestinian Fellahin, two other scholars come
to mind, Hilma Granqvist and Tovia Ashkenazi.39 Granqvist, a Finnish scholar,
was motivated by ideals similar to those of theologian Gustaf Dalman, who ex-
plored Palestine in search of the Land of the Bible.40 She eventually concen-

Fig. 2: Erich Brauer (1895–1942): A talented and trained observer. By courtesy of Eri Heller



39 In addition, a “native” ethnographic tradition existed in Palestine among Jews and Palesti-
nian Arabs who worked as part of different European scholarly associations interested in the
Holy Land. This is exhibited particularly well in the ethnographic work of the Palestinian na-
tionalist physician Tawfiq Canaan. see: Salim Tamari, Mountain Against the Sea: Essays on Pa-
lestinian Society and Culture (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2009).
40 On Dalman, see Julia Männchen, Gustaf Dalman als Palästinawissenschaftler in Jerusalem
und Greifswald, 1902–1941 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1993).
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trated her work on a single village in Palestine, conducting a form of field-based
participant-observation based on Malinowski’s functionalism (probably intro-
duced by her teacher, Edvard Westermarck, who taught in Britain).41 In a differ-
ent fashion, Ashkenazi, who like Brauer was the recipient of the Lord Plummer
award of the Institute for Oriental Studies, focused on his own encounters in
“the field” as part of a French colonial tradition of ethnology in his studies of
“the people of the Orient.”42 If one compares Granqvist and Ashkenazi’s works
– with their emphasis on personal, field-based observations – to Brauer’s work,
it is evident how ethnology developed in divergent ways in Europe.43 While
Brauer relied on his eyes to “collect,” he operated within a German ethnological
tradition that excluded himself from his text. He told what he saw, but hardly
told that he saw.

III. Between the Fields

Following publication of his Yemenite book and the rise of National Socialism,
Brauer was forced to return to Palestine. He continued his ethnological work as
a research associate at The Hebrew University between 1936 and 1940, a very
fragile status that meant his affiliation was reassessed twice yearly based on a
professional review. University officials approached Charles Seligman, a re-
nowned British (Jewish) anthropologist, who wrote a report on Brauer’s work:

I think he [Brauer] is one of those individuals who do better working from other people’s
material than as a field worker. I mention all this because if there is later anything in the
nature of a Jewish museum in Jerusalem it will not to my mind be advisable to offer him
the job of director. I believe that Otto Samson […] would do far better in any museum
post.44



41 See: Hilma Granqvist, Marriage Conditions in a Palestinian Village, vol. 1 (Helsingfors: Socie-
tas Scientiarum Fennica, 1931); Hilma Granqvist, Marriage Conditions in a Palestinian Village,
vol. 2 (Helsingfors: Societas Scientiarum Fennica, 1935).
42 Tovia Ashkenazi, Tribus Semi-nomades de la Palestine du Nord (Paris: Librairie orientaliste
Paul Geuthner, 1938). In some of his Hebrew works, Ashkenazi appears in the pictures, taken
in-situ next to the subjects he studied. Ashkenazi performed various colonial duties as well as
secret intelligence missions: Yoav Gelber, “Antecedents of the Jewish-Druze Alliance in Pales-
tine,” Middle Eastern Studies 28, no. 2 (1992): 352.
43 Barth and others, One Discipline, Four Ways.
44 A letter from Charles Seligman to Norman Bentwich, Jan. 22, 1938, Erich Brauer File, The
Hebrew University Archive. Our italics.
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The report is surprising, since the impressions of researchers who worked in
Palestine/Israel and, especially, people who knew Brauer personally (e.g. Goi-
tein and Patai), would suggest that Brauer’s strength lay in fieldwork. Selig-
man’s report undermines this reputation, and his friendship with Samson would
seem to indicate that the report was not unbiased.45

However, the Völkerkunde Brauer had studied in Leipzig was to a great de-
gree removed from close fieldwork, a position very different from the anthropo-
logy Seligman was exposed to and advocated. Indeed, more than his theoretical
influence (which included some diffusionist writings, especially in relation to
the “Hamitic” question), Seligman was an anthropologist known for his field-
work. He had participated in the Torres Straits expedition (1898), spent time in
the jungles of Ceylon (1903), and made long field trips to Sudan during the
1920s.46 In his obituary, Melville J. Herskovits noted that it “is not necessary […]
to repeat the story of his extensive field work […] for this is known to all anthro-
pologists.”47 Seligman’s final years are described in almost mythological pro-
portions:

For some years before his death, Seligman was a semi-invalid, the victim of an infection
resulting from his field work in the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan. During this period he spent
the major portion of his time at his home in the countryside at Toot Baldon near Oxford,
where, in a very real sense, the anthropological world came to him […].48

It is in this context that he wrote the report on Brauer the year he passed away.
By comparison with the type of work with which Seligman was acquainted
(such as Malinowski’s, which Seligman himself supervised), it is quite under-
standable why, by Seligman’s Malinowskian standards, Brauer’s work would
have seemed outdated and removed from the field.49 Both the Yemenite and



45 Samson was a curator in Hamburg’s ethnographical museum, and specialized in Oriental
ethnology. He was acquainted with Seligman, who helped him when he was forced to leave
Germany in 1933. He subsequently collaborated with Geoffrey Mackay Morant in his study of
racial typology, then worked at the British Museum and later as curator at the Horniman Mu-
seum until 1965. He had very few publications and was known for being a good museum col-
lector. See: Hans Fischer, Völkerkunde im Nationalsozialismus (Berlin: D. Reimer, 1990), 164–
167; Elazar Barkan, The Retreat of Scientific Racism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1992), 161.
46 Fredrik Barth and others, “From the Torres Straits to the Argonauts,” in One Discipline, Four
Ways, 11–21.
47 Melville J. Herskovits, “Charles Gabriel Seligman,” American Anthropologist, New Series 43,
3, Part 1 (1941): 437.
48 Ibid., 438.
49 Malinowski’s first major anthropological work was published in 1916 under Seligman’s pa-
tronage and contained countless descriptions of his life in Melanesia and the things he saw,
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Kurdish monograph contain photographs portraying artifacts from museum dis-
plays. In the case of the Yemenite book, the photographs were taken by Her-
mann Burchardt (at the beginning of the twentieth century) or by Carl Rathjens
(at the time Brauer studied the Jews from Yemen) or are portraits that Brauer
made without any geographical context. This is very different from photographs
taken in-situ by Malinowski or, in the context of German ethnology, by Thurn-
wald. Seligman’s report is, therefore, to be read in the context of “the field” in
its double meaning, as the place where ethnographic work is located, and as a
discipline (the scientific field).50 Seligman’s criticism of Brauer’s fieldwork
should be understood as a reflection of a Malinowskian view of German ethnol-
ogy in comparison to that of British anthropology, i.e., of British anthropology’s
sense of superiority in relation to the work of German ethnologists, especially
when it comes to fieldwork. It is also worth mentioning that, in the English in-
troduction to The Jews of Kurdistan written in 1993, Patai notes that the book
stands as “a monument to what a ‘Kulturkreisist’ was able to do in studying a
community from a distance, without ever having visited it.”51

Undeniably, Brauer did not go on field-trips to Yemen. Unlike Seligman,
whose health was affected by his fieldwork, Brauer’s health did not allow him
the opportunity to do fieldwork in Yemen at all. Brauer’s health condition is not
mentioned in the book as an obstacle that interfered with his research; rather,
Brauer turns his circumstantial constraints into a case of rational choice, i.e.,
not a case of “couldn’t go” to Yemen but of “shouldn’t go” to Yemen. For a
reader unaware of Brauer’s health condition, this appears to be a matter of con-
scious decision, whereas we believe it should be regarded as a case of adaptive
preference, or “sour grapes” in Elster’s terminology.52 Indeed, Brauer notes that
there are many advantages to researching Yemenite Jews in Palestine:



heard etc. – it seems very plausible that Seligman read Brauer’s work as that of a “couch
anthropologist.” See Bronislaw Malinowski, “The Spirits of the Dead in the Trobriand Islands,”
The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland 46 (1916): 353–
430. Malinowski’s immense influence on the way British anthropologists perceived their own
field downplayed all the other ethnological traditions that were practiced at the time (including
other traditions of fieldwork).
50 Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson, “Discipline and Practice: The Field as Site, Method and
Location in Anthropology,” in Anthropological Locations: Boundaries and Grounds of Field
Science, eds. Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of Califor-
nia Press, 1997), 1–46.
51 Brauer, The Jews of Kurdistan, 20.
52 Jon Elster, Sour Grapes: Studies in the Subversion of Rationality (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1983).
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In Jemen ist auch heute noch der Fremde ganz in der Hand der Imams, der ihm nur das
zu sehen die Möglichkeit gibt, was er ihm zu zeigen wünscht […] die Juden sind in Jemen
unnahbarer, da der Druck, unter dem sie stehen, sie zur Vorsicht mahnt. In Palästina ist
es möglich, viel ungehindeter und freier mit ihnen zu verkehren. […] In Palästina findet
man zudem Gelegenheit, Juden aus allen Teilen Jemens zu befragen […].53

It could very well be the case that Brauer thought there were more advantages
than disadvantages in doing research in Palestine; yet even if one accepts this
position, it is apparent that Brauer’s conception of field-research was very dif-
ferent to that of Seligman’s. While Brauer does relate to his own work, it is de-
scribed as the labor of collecting.54 It seems Brauer observed the field as a site
for collecting material (e.g., customs). It is therefore not surprising that he
doesn’t mention his (human) sources or interactions in the “field.” The customs
he “collects” are conceptualized in Germany and are reified just as a collector
in a museum does, decontextualizing the actual “data” gathered. Brauer’s field
does not “speak,” and the only sources Brauer mentions in his monograph are
written ones.55 This does not infer that Brauer failed to use sources from the
“field.” He certainly did! Indeed, many of the descriptions in his book were re-
corded without specifying a clear source, and must have been based on inter-
views he conducted with Jews from Yemen in Palestine.

The book on the Jews from Kurdistan was written in a similar vein, though
it was not completed by Brauer and was published a few years after Seligman’s
report. Again, Brauer conducted thorough interviewing work. This is stated in
his numerous reports to The Hebrew University, in which he mentions the nu-
merous interviews, “anthropological” pictures taken, and artifacts collected.56

This brings us to a decisive actor in Brauer’s “fields” – The Hebrew University
of Jerusalem.



53 Brauer, Ethnologie der Jemenitischen Juden, vi–vii.
54 “Das Material für diese Arbeit ist von dem Verfasser zum größten Teil selbst gesammelt
worden” – see Brauer, Ethnologie der Jemenitischen Juden, vi.
55 Compare this to the many remarks in first-person that Richard Thurnwald made in his work,
e.g., Richard Thurnwald, Black and White in East Africa (London: George Routledge, 1935): 170:
“I personally met one of the most interesting female chiefs […].” Thurnwald, who also worked
in Britain and in America, was certainly influenced by non-German anthropologists. Brauer’s
work, on the other hand, is much closer to German imperial expeditions, which engaged
mainly in collecting. See Zimmerman, Anthropology and Antihumanism in Imperial Germany,
217–238; Zimmerman, “What do You Really Want in German East-Africa, Herr Professor?”
56 The Hebrew University Archive, Brauer file.
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IV. Ambivalent Inclusion:
The Jerusalem Academic Field

Brauer’s collecting impulse was shared by members of The Hebrew University,
who agreed that ethnographic work should be pursued. A committee that exam-
ined the issue in 1939 mentioned the urgency of collecting fast-disappearing
ethnographic material and recommended such an undertaking.57 However, the
university committee did not offer a sustainable academic framework to re-
search contemporary Jewish culture. Brauer’s work was seen as a temporary so-
lution and he was never offered a regular position at the university. Much
worse, his funding was eventually brought to a halt. This epitomized the consis-
tently non-supportive attitude of university decision-makers toward ethno-
graphic work in general, and toward Brauer specifically. In a letter written to
The Hebrew University’s secretary Brauer writes:

As your honor knows, the university authorities decided that my duty is, beyond my
research work, to instruct ethnology to those interested in it. I hereby request that your
honor announce on the list of classes for year 1937 that I shall begin said instruction. I
am considering teaching a lesson in ethnology once a week (or twice a week according
to the participants’ desires) and I shall request that your honor designate a time and
place for my lesson.58

At the bottom of the letter appears a note in what is, apparently, the Chief
Secretary’s handwriting: “Notice on blackboard and not in list of classes.”
Thus, in the 1937 annual report that Brauer submitted, he noted that the
announcement was written on blackboards and that only one student turned
up for instruction. On this matter, Louis Menand comments that the Western
university structure enables alternative approaches to find their way only in



57 This “fast disappearing material” belonged to the “Oriental” Jewish communities, though a
similar discourse was adopted at the same time by YIVO regarding Yiddish folklore of East
European Jewish communities – by dividing the ethnographic work between researchers and
collectors who were asked to collect everything “very quickly”. See: Itzik Nakhmen Gottesman,
Defining the Yiddish Nation: The Jewish Folklorists of Poland (Detroit: Wayne State University
Press, 2003). This theme is also apparent in the case of Berl Verblunski. See Ronnie Biran,
“Parashat Berl Verblunski, Asfan Folklor ben shtey milḥamot Ha-olam” [The Affair of Berl Ver-
blunsky, Jewish Folklore Collector in Poland between the Two World Wars], Jerusalem Studies
in Jewish Folklore 19–20 (1998): 239–270.
58 Letter from Brauer to The Hebrew University’s secretary, Oct. 12 1936, The Hebrew Univer-
sity Archive, Brauer file.
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elective courses – in other words, on the periphery of academic knowl-
edge.59

In a piece Goitein wrote in Brauer’s memory in Shvut Teiman (The Return
from Yemen), he quotes a remark Brauer made two days before he passed away,
saying, “in his characteristic acidity: ‘I will be the ethnologist of Am Yisrael (the
Jewish People) – even if Am Yisrael does not want this.’” These words were sig-
nificantly toned down in the eulogy Goitein had delivered three years earlier at
the memorial service held at the university marking the thirtieth day of Brauer’s
passing. There he said:

due to a combination of various reasons, Brauer did not always receive the reward he
was worthy of. However, in our appreciation today of his life’s labors, we can whole-
heartedly affirm what the departed said two days before his death: “I am the ethnologist
of Am Yisrael.”

In Goitein’s statement at the official memorial, the sting is neutralized. The way
Brauer was treated by the university authorities and the rejection he felt are
obfuscated. Unlike Goitein, Brauer’s sister, Grete Heller, expressed the feelings
of rejection powerfully in a letter relating her brother’s life story:60

Life and fate did not treat him kindly. His failing health, his lack of success, or better yet
the misunderstanding in academic circles, accompanied him throughout his life, but all
this did not prevent him from living a whole and also happy life. Only once did I see him
truly desperate, disappointed and hopeless, and that was when the Hebrew University in
Jerusalem did not renew his tenure once the Lord Plummer Foundation funding ended.

In a letter to the university after visiting Grete Heller to discuss Brauer’s estate,
Goitein wrote:

the late Brauer probably envisaged creating a department within some institute (Oriental
studies or Jewish studies or archaeology) whose workroom would include exhibits of Jew-
ish folklore and an ethnology library, but since we do not have such a department and
since to this day seminar libraries have not been created – a few cases aside – the uni-
versity management will surely have a hard time promising such an arrangement today.

Here, Goitein adopts and represents the university line. He neither expresses his
opinion on this important matter, nor affirms or backs Brauer’s aspiration to
lead the way.



59 Louis Menand, “The Limits of Academic Freedom,” in The Future of Academic Freedom, ed.
Louis Menand (Chicago: The University of Chicago press, 1996), 3–20.
60 A letter from Grete Heller to Raphael Patai, undated; provided to us by Dr. Orit Abuhav.
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V. Brauer and the Scholarship on the Jews
from Yemen

Against this backdrop of marginalization, in which Brauer’s is just one repre-
sentative example of a long chain of cases where ethnographic research was
marginalized at The Hebrew University,61 it is instructive to examine Brauer’s
legacy among researchers of the Jews from Yemen. It should be noted at the
outset that Brauer’s second monograph was never translated and was thus
accessible only to those proficient in German.62 Following Brauer’s work, most
of the research on Yemeni Jews was carried out by historians and linguists
whose interest in Brauer’s observations was limited. Yet, in recent years, a



61 This was discussed in the context of the Institute for Jewish Studies in: Galit Hasan-Rokem,
“Lashuv el zomet ha-derekh she-lo nivḥara? Efsharnyot u-brerot be-ḥeker mada’ei ha-yahadut”
[Return to the Junction of the Road Not Taken: Potentials and Alternatives in Jewish Studies] in
Textures. Culture. Literature. Folklore. For Galit Hasan-Rokem vol. 1, ed. Hagar Salamon and
Avigdor Shinan, (Jerusalem: The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 2013), 4–10. Abuhav, “Antro-
pologia be-hithavut: ha-universita ha-ivrit u-mada ha-adam”; Another case in point is ethno-
musicology, which was marginalized at the University at the same time, as the story of the
renowned ethnomusicologist Robert Lachmann demonstrates: see Ruth Katz, “The Lachmann
Problem:” An Unsung Chapter in Comparative Musicology (Jerusalem: The Hebrew University
Magnes Press, 2003). This policy persisted for another two decades with regard to Edith Ger-
son-Kiwi, who was affiliated to The Hebrew University for about twenty years, but always man-
aged to secure her own funding with very little help from the university (Gerson-Kiwi’s file at
the Hebrew University Archive). Raphael Patai, who was the first student (in any field) to gain
a PhD from The Hebrew University, failed to persuade university officials to include folklore
and anthropology in its curriculum, and eventually emigrated to the U.S. where he achieved
recognition. For Patai’s “habitus of rejection,” see: Dani Schrire, “Raphael Patai, Jewish Folk-
lore, Comparative Folkloristics, and American Anthropology,” Journal of Folklore Research 47,
1–2 (2010): 7–43. Sociologists such as Shmuel N. Eisenstadt were reluctant to add anthropology
to their curriculum and the discipline was first integrated at the newly founded Tel Aviv Uni-
versity, see: Esther Herzog, Orit Abuhav, Harvey E. Goldberg and Emanuel Marx, “Israeli Social
Anthropology: Origins, Characteristics and Contributions,” in Perspectives on Israeli Anthropol-
ogy (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2010), 1–15; Abuhav, Karov eẓel aḥerim: hitpatḥut
ha-antropologia be-yisrael. A Folklore program at the Hebrew University was eventually estab-
lished by Prof. Dov Noy only in the early 1970s, and Anthropology was added to the depart-
ment of Sociology at about the same time.
62 For example Shimon Gridi, who worked on the Yemenite education system, notes at the
beginning of his article that “the reader should know that in Dr. Brauer’s study […] in German
there is a lot of important material that I couldn’t use” – Shimon Gridi, “Ha-ḥinukh be-teiman,”
[Children’s Education in Yemen] in Mi-teiman le-ẓion, ed. Shimon Gridi (Tel-Aviv: Masada,
1938), 156–165.
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growing number of ethnographic works that refer to Brauer’s studies have ap-
peared.63

Goitein, who reviewed Brauer’s book, praises the work for its material col-
lection and for restoring travel writings from oblivion; but he then comments:
“By emphasizing the excellent work of gathering material together, I do not
seek to detract from the importance of its [clear] observation, whose fruits are
well recognized in this book.”64 He then adds that:

[I]t is the duty of our publishers to see that a Hebrew edition should appear. In this
edition it would be necessary occasionally to alter the writing style because some of the
pages are written in the “lofty” European terminology of someone using ethnological
spectacles to look at the “oriental” (though in general the book was written with great
affection and fine understanding of the Yemenite).

Part of Goitein’s criticism is directed at the book’s “Orientalism” in the Sa’idian
sense and, not surprisingly, he takes issue with Brauer’s “ethnological specta-
cles.” Nevertheless, his generally positive reception recognized Brauer’s
achievement as a great ethnographer. At Brauer’s memorial service, Goitein
stressed a dichotomist view of Europe and the Orient. “In his ethnographic work
he tried to salvage as much as possible from the vulgar Europeanization that is
destroying what is left of original folk life.”65

Patai’s publication in English of the Jews of Kurdistan many years later en-
hanced Brauer’s reputation. The most serious criticism was directed at Patai for
altering Brauer’s original intentions by not using the original German manu-



63 A number of dissertations that were written at the Hebrew University in recent years point
to this change (all in Hebrew): Carmella Abdar, “Gevulot ve-ma’avarim: hebetim simliyim ba-
hofa’a ha-ḥiẓonit shel nashim yehudiyot mi-ḥaban mi-reshit ha-me’a ha-esrim ve-ad yameinu.
Avar, shinui ve-hemsheḥi’ut” [Boundaries and Passages: Symbolic Aspects in the Appearance
of Habbanic Jewish Women, from the Beginning of the 20th Century Until Today: Past, Conti-
nuation and Change] (PhD diss. The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 2004); Ora Berger, “Taḥ-
shitei ha-kala ha-yehudia be-ẓan’a ke-mutag shel tarbut ve-omanut” [The Jewelry of the Jewish
Bride in San’a as a Cultural and Artistic Message] (PhD diss. The Hebrew University of Jerusa-
lem, 2005); Ya’acov Sarig, “Eimutim bein benei adam levein yeshuyot al-tivi’ot be-sipurei am
yehudi’im mi-teiman.” [Confrontations Between Human Beings and Supernatural Entities in
Jewish-Yemenite Folktales] (PhD diss. The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 2007); Vered Madar,
“Shirei nashim mi-teiman la-yoldot ve-kinoteihen al metim: Tekst, guf, ve-kol” [Yemenite Wo-
men’s Songs for the Parturient and Their Laments over the Dead] (PhD diss. The Hebrew Uni-
versity of Jerusalem, 2011). A critical discussion of the history of the scholarship on the Jews of
Yemen is offered by Gerber, Anu o sifrei ha-kodesh she—be-yadeinu?
64 Shlomo Dov Goitein, Review of Ethnologie der Jemenitischen Juden, by Erich Brauer, Kiryat
Sefer 11 (1935), 477–479.
65 Goitein’s eulogy at Brauer’s memorial ceremony at the university. The Hebrew University
Archive, Brauer file (no date).
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script.66 Yet, re-publication of an ethnological work fifty years after it was origin-
ally published secures it the status of “a classic.” A chapter of Brauer’s Yemenite
book was published in Hebrew as part of a work on dresses of Yemenite Jews. The
chapter was followed by Ester Muchavsky-Schnapper’s assessment of Brauer’s
centrality in the study of Yemenite Jewish folklore. She describes how she began
her work in the ethnographic department of the Israel Museum and was handed
Brauer’s book by the department’s founding director, Aviva Muller-Lancet, who
told her, “from now on, this will be your bible, and indeed from 1979, in my years

Fig. 3: Persian girls, Jerusalem 1928. From Erich Brauer’s photo album. By courtesy of Eri Heller



66 Heda Jason, “Review of The Jews of Kurdistan,” Asian Folklore Studies (1994): 384–385.
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of work on the ethnography of the Jews from Yemen I became convinced that
nothing compares to it in reliability and in marking new research directions.”67

Brauer’s pioneering work in Palestine continues to echo many years later.
His fascination with contemporary Jewish life, which was not accepted at the
time by The Hebrew University, has become acceptable today, and his struggle
to secure a place for Jewish ethnology has managed finally to bear fruit. Alt-
hough fieldwork is conceptualized by his followers in terms a lot closer to Selig-
man’s, Brauer’s reputation as a field-worker is seldom disputed. However, his
“ethnography at a distance” was never examined in the context of his work in
Leipzig. In our opinion, admiration for Brauer’s work stems from the assumpti-
on that his informants were more “authentic” than the ones living today, and
that the field Brauer studied had more to say about what life in Yemen “really
was.”68 In other words, it is not Brauer’s fieldwork that was appreciated; rather,
it is “his” field itself that is still considered to be “purer” and better informed
(see fig. 3). Such thinking avoids addressing the transformations that folklife
went through in Palestine (and later in Israel) by turning it into a static pheno-
menon of the past. It is in this context that Brauer’s legacy has prevailed in
spite of his racial generalizations, which were tolerated as a phenomenon of the
past. In our view, critical analysis of Brauer’s work in Palestine cannot be sepa-
rated from his ideological and professional background in Germany.

VI. Prefigurations and Postfigurations

The many fields that Brauer pursued have transformed continuously. We find
ourselves sharing some of these fields with him; but, at the same time, our his-
torical gaze is informed by other fields we have encountered and yet others we
have sought.69 In contrast to the continuation of the “Palestinian works,”
Brauer’s Leipzig work was never followed up and remains a fossilized product



67 Ester Muchavsky-Schnapper, “Tilboshot ha-yehudim be-teiman,” [The Clothing of the Jews
of Yemen. An Introduction to Brauer’s Article] in Ma’ase rokem. Ha-levush ve-hataḥshit be-ma-
soret yehudei teiman [Traditional Jewish Yemeni Dress and Ornamentation], ed. Carmella Abdar
(Tel-Aviv: E’ele Betamar, 2008), 17 f.
68 Indeed, the search for “authenticity” informed the folklore studies conducted both in Ger-
many and in other locations. See: Regina Bendix, In Search of Authenticity: The Formation of
Folklore Studies (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1997).
69 Vered Madar’s family emigrated from Yemen in 1949 and she studies Yemenite women’s
oral songs and Yemenite memoirs. Dani Schrire was born in South Africa, his family immi-
grated to Israel in 1975, and he studies the history of Jewish folklore scholarship in Europe and
Palestine/Israel.
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of the diffusionist ethnology of the past. Brauer’s “couch anthropology” was
based on documents that preceded the Herero genocide and targeted Herero
customs prior to European colonialism, while simultaneously informed by colo-
nial practices. Brauer completely ignored the change that the Herero religion
had undergone. He sought to present a pre-colonial picture of the Herero as
they “really were” prior to the arrival of Europeans.70 The Herero genocide,
which took place less than two decades before Brauer’s dissertation was pub-
lished, is not mentioned at all.71 This is not surprising, since Brauer’s Leipzig
work was less engaged with the Herero per se, and was aimed, first and fore-
most, at a theoretical debate centered on the so-called Hamites. The Hamitic
thesis, however, did not remain confined to the ivory tower alongside other
abandoned scholarly theories. The notion of privileged African “races” resur-
faced in the 1994 Rwandan genocide, which, some scholars claim, was fueled
by theological ideas that were set in the Hamitic thesis.72 Brauer’s work may
have contributed to a broader episteme, but that does not mean he could have
foreseen its uses and misuses. In the end, it is hard to determine how much
freedom he had in his doctoral pursuit, and it is not clear if he chose or was
pressured to write on the religion of the Herero and the Hamitic question.

Brauer’s story can be positioned amid the much larger context of Afro-Eur-
opean historiography. But the challenges of writing about Brauer’s dissertation
go far beyond the specific issues he engaged with and relate to the broader his-
tory of scholarly German ethnology in the 1920s–1930s, which cannot be sepa-
rated from the history of German ethnology in the 1940s. In this context, Brauer
is not only a Jewish victim who left Berlin as a refugee, he is also a German eth-
nologist who participated in a discourse that subsequently underwent a process
of Nazification. Brauer’s early work and diffusionist orientation was influenced
by Pater W. Schmidt. When the Nazis came to power some of these ideas (diffu-
sionism) were marginalized. Schmidt’s ideas, especially, were prohibited and
seen as an enemy of pan-Germanism – although it should be noted that
Schmidt’s “antinazistische Stellen” went hand in hand with “katholischem Anti-



70 Compare this “purified” picture to Thurnwald’s engagement with the present colonial situa-
tion. See Richard Thurnwald and Hilde Thurnwald, Black and White in East Africa: The Fabric
of a New Civilization; a Study in Social Contact and Adaptation of Life in East Africa (London: G.
Routledge and sons, 1935).
71 See: Jan-Bart Gewald, Herero Heroes: A Socio-political History of the Herero of Namibia,
1890–1923 (Oxford: James Currey, 1999).
72 On the Hamitic connection to the Tutsi genocide, see William F. S. Miles, “Hamites and
Hebrews: Problems in ‘Judaizing’ the Rwandan Genocide,” Journal of Genocide Research 2
(2000): 107–115; Nigel Eltringham, “Invaders who have Stolen the Country”: The Hamitic Hy-
pothesis, Race, and the Rwanda Genocide,” Social Identities 12, 4 (2006): 425–446.
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semitismus.”73 Schmidt specifically promoted diffussionist thinking as part of his
“counter-reformation”; in Marchand’s terms, reorienting anthropology to Roman
Catholic ends.74 His dominance in this anthropological school explains why
American anthropologist Marvin Harris asserted that “German diffussionists
[were] dominated by members of the Catholic clergy.”75 One wonders how Brauer
fitted into such a picture. In an attempt to refute Harris’s “Catholic thesis,” Ger-
man ethnologist Johannes W. Raum referred to Herman Baumann (a diffusionist
renowned for his active role in the Nazification of German ethnology), comparing
his racism to Brauer’s and Charles Seligman’s, while pointing (albeit tacitly) to
their Jewishness. Raum may have assumed that by pointing to Jewish diffussio-
nists and their use of race as a category, Baumann’s reputation might be
cleared.76 Yet, ranking Baumann’s engagement with race together with that of



73 Udo Mischek, “Antisemitismus und Antijudaismus in den Werken und Arbeiten Pater Wil-
helm Schmidt S.V.D. (1868–1954),” in The Study of Religion under the Impact of Fascism, ed.
Horst Junginger (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2008), 467–488.
74 Suzanne Marchand, “Priests among the Pygmies: Wilhelm Schmidt and the Counter-Refor-
mation in Austrian Ethnology,” in Worldly Provincialism: German Anthropology in the Age of
Empire. eds. H. Glenn Penny and Matti Bunzl (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press,
2003), 283–316.
75 Marvin Harris, The Rise of Anthropological Theory (New York: Harper Collins, 1968), 379.
Harris’ review of diffusionism (373–392) is dedicated mostly to Schmidt and discusses in detail
his Catholic affinities.
76 Johannes W. Raum, “On Harris and the German Culture-Historical School,” Current Anthro-
pology 14 (1973): 169–170. Raum, a German ethnologist, presented Hermann Baumann as a case
that refutes Harris’s generalization. (Baumann was a professor at the same institute as Raum in
Munich after the war). Raum claimed that “Baumann may have been guilty of placing too much
emphasis on race, although never more than either Seligman or Brauer.” Here, Raum conceals
the fact that Baumann was far more than an ethnologist who emphasized racial thought. As a
key national-socialist ethnologist, he apologized (following Richard Thurnwald’s accusations)
for having previously published jointly with Jewish ethnologist Leonhard Adam. This is part of
what has become known as “der Fall Krickeberg” in Hans Fischer’s terms, where diffusionists
and functionalists accused each other of allying themselves with Jews; see Fischer, Völkerkunde
im Nationalsozialismus, 63–67. In this context, Baumann was accused by Thurnwald of favoring
Jews after Thurnwald’s work had been reviewed by (the Jewish) Gerhardt Neumann in the Zeit-
schrift für Ethnologie, which Baumann edited. Consequently, Baumann responded to these alle-
gations in a letter to the Reichsminister für Wissenschaft, Erziehung und Volksbildung (12. No-
vember 1938): “Herr Thurnwald spricht [...] von besonderer ‘großer Liebenswürdigkeit’
meinerseits gegen den Juden Neumann. Ich war lange vor der Machtübernahme bei den Kolle-
gen als Antisemit und Nationalsozialist bekannt (Parteimitglied seit Mai 1932) und vorher im
Kampfbund für deutsche Kultur tätig. Ein Vorwurf der Judenfreundlichkeit ist also bei mir gewiß
nicht angebracht.” Quoted in: Norbert Díaz de Arce, Plagiatsvorwurf und Denunziation. Untersu-
chungen zur Geschichte der Altamerikanistik in Berlin (1900–1945), (PhD diss. Freie Universität
Berlin, 2005): 174; online at: <URL: http://www.diss.fu-berlin.de>, accessed May 8, 2014.

From Leipzig to Jerusalem  115

Authenticated | veredmadar@hotmail.com author's copy
Download Date | 9/12/14 2:10 PM



Brauer and Seligman is more than misleading. Although Baumann was also a
diffusionist and studied in Leipzig together with Brauer under Weule (he com-
pleted his PhD in 1926), and hence must have known Brauer (he wrote a positive
review of Brauer’s Herero work),77 he managed to secure the chair of ethnology in
Vienna during the Nazi period with the assistance of his mentor Eugen Fischer.
Baumann was also a member of the German anthropological delegation to Co-
penhagen alongside such notorious figures as Joseph Mengele.78 Thus, while
Brauer and Baumann shared the same professional starting point, their careers
took very different directions, to say the least. Raum stressed the ubiquity of race
as a category in German ethnological circles at the time, perhaps seeking to pro-
vide Baumann with a “decent alibi.” Since then, however, much has been written
on the use of “race” by Jewish scholars.79 The work demonstrates how crucial it
is to contextualize the epistemologies of race by examining their configurations
in broader discourses. Finally, it should be mentioned that Weule commented on
Brauer’s abilities, referring to his Jewish “race” and demonstrating the variety of
roles “race” played in Brauer’s case: “Brauer besitzt die spezifische Schärfe des
Geistes seiner Rasse in ganz ausgeprägtem Mass, was sich bei den Seminarver-
handlungen der verflossenen Semester immer wieder beobachten liess […].80 This
statement makes it very hard to write Brauer’s German-Jewish story without relin-
quishing his hyphenated identities: German-Africanist, “smart-Jew,” Jewish-eth-
nologist, German-refugee. These become even more complicated as we approach
Brauer’s “Palestinian works.” While the absence of the field in them is usually
overlooked, using his findings can be problematic by contemporary standards.
For example, in her study of women’s lamentations, Vered Madar examines the
extent of the use of the feminine body, discussing the difficulty of relying on
Brauer’s findings.81 Brauer’s description of this ritual mentions that women used
to strike themselves during the lamentation performance. He supports his claim



77 Ethnologischer Anzeiger 1 (1928): 149–51.
78 Andre Gingrich, “The German Speaking Countries,” in One Discipline, Four Ways: British,
German, French, and American Anthropology (Chicago and London: Chicago University Press,
2005), 111–136.
79 See John M. Efron, Defenders of the Race: Jewish Doctors and Race Science in Fin-De-Siècle
Europe (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994); Sander L. Gilman, “Smart Jews in Fin-de-
siecle Vienna: ‘Hybrids’ and the Anxiety About Jewish Superior Intelligence – Hofmannsthal
and Wittgenstein,” Modernism/modernity 3, 2 (1996): 45–58; Amos Morris-Reich, “Arthur Rup-
pin’s Concept of Race,” Israel Studies 11, 2 (2006): 1–30.
80 Weule’s comments attached to Brauer’s Promotionsurkunde, Apr. 15, 1924, Universitäts-
archiv Leipzig, Phil. Fak. Prom. 9976 (our italics). We thank Dr. Udo Mischek for this valuable
material.
81 Madar, “Shirei nashim mi-teiman la-yoldot ve-kinoteihen al metim,” 222, 290–291.
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by referring to two literary sources, but it is not clear whether the claim is also
supported by findings from his own field-research. Indeed, the absence of the
field from his work leaves room only for speculation, since we do not have ac-
cesses to his own direct observations.

The difficulty in making use of Brauer’s work in contemporary ethnographic
research is inseparable from his own disciplinary standards and, more impor-
tantly, from his identity as a German ethnologist who studied Jewish commu-
nities in Palestine. The ambiguity of the term “ethnology” and the transforma-
tions that the concept has undergone over the years indicate a complex
genealogy of disciplinary fields in Germany and in Palestine/Israel. In German-
speaking countries, the two fields of Völkerkunde and Volkskunde have evolved
under different titles,82 and Brauer plays only a minor role in their disciplinary
histories. In Israel, the fields of anthropology (which is taught in departments
of sociology and anthropology as a social science) and folklore (which is taught
in the humanities) have their own complicated history. Of course, this history is
not unconnected to developments in Germany and other countries. In other
words, it is very difficult to “continue” Brauer’s Palestinian ethnographic work
when disciplinary fields are so different from one another geographically and
unstable diachronically. Despite this, Brauer is often described as one of the
“fathers of Jewish ethnology,” and his pioneering work has helped scholars in
Israel to re-create a long disciplinary tradition. For instance, Brauer’s experience
at The Hebrew University has helped ethnographers in Israel to understand sub-
sequent attempts to marginalize ethnographic work. However, this poses the
risk of losing grip with context. As scholars trained in folklore, it is clear to us
that Brauer had a different field in mind, that of German Völkerkunde. While
Brauer worked in terra incognita, he did not base himself on what was already
by then a well established (albeit not academically) field, namely jüdische
Volkskunde.83 This is a field to which many of Brauer’s followers (including our-



82 These changes are inseparable from the Vergangenheitsbewältigung discourse held within
these fields. For the case of Volkskunde, see Mary Beth Stein, “Coming to Terms with the Past:
The Depiction of Volkskunde in the Third Reich Since 1945,” Journal of Folklore Research 24
(1987): 157–185; Gottfried Korff, “Namenswechsel als Paradigmenwechsel? Die Umbenennung
des Faches Volkskunde an deutschen Universitäten als Versuch einer ‘Entnationalisierung’,” in
Fünfzig Jahre danach: Zur Nachgeschichte des Nationalsozialismus, eds. Sigrid Weigel and Birgit
Erdle (Zürich: Vdf, 1996), 403–434; Regina F. Bendix, “From Volkskunde to the ‘Field of Many
Names’: Folklore Studies in German Speaking Europe since 1945,” in A Companion to Folklore,
eds. Regina F. Bendix and Galit Hasan-Rokem (Malden: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012).
83 In Germany (Hamburg), die Gesellschaft für jüdische Volkskunde was established in 1898
and following the Nazi Anschluss of Vienna its founder and leader, Rabbi Dr. Max Grunwald,
arrived in Jerusalem in 1938. See: Christoph Daxellmüller, “Max Grunwald and the Origin and
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selves) are closely related “genealogically,” but also methodologically and theo-
retically. In the context of the division in Germany between Völkerkunde (the
study of so-called “primitive others” living outside Europe) and Volkskunde (the
study of the so-called “not-yet-moderns” within Europe), Brauer was con-
strained by his own disciplinary standards to study the habits of Jews outside
Europe rather than the traditions of Jews in Poland, France or Germany. By con-
trast, jüdische Volkskunde as practiced in the Mitteilungen der Gesllschaft für jü-
dische Volkskunde (published between 1898 and 1927) included studies of Jews
from Africa and Asia as part of a regional ideology that related Jewish cultures
(in the plural!) to their respective environments. This stemmed from the concept
of Jewish Volk promoted by the journal’s editor, Max Grunwald, who denied the
validity of the concept of Rasse.84 Grunwald’s regional thinking was later trans-
formed in folklore studies in Israel, emphasizing the culture of Jewish ethnic
groups from different geographical origins; in this case, traditional culture was
a property Jews from Asia and Africa shared with Jews from Europe. Thus, while
Brauer’s works may be relevant to folklorists interested in the folklore of Jews
from Yemen, Kurdistan and Afghanistan, it is his implied assumption that only
particular Jews have a traditional way of life worthy of ethnographic exploration
that we utterly reject. It was this bias that disqualified folk-cultures of Jews in
Eastern Europe and Central Europe from his ethnographic gaze.

These disciplinary differences take us back to the field in the ethnographic
sense. When we look at our own fieldwork, we are still confronting some of the
dilemmas that occupied Brauer. Brauer studied Yemenite informants hoping to
discover an unchanged life of the past (and following the same logic, also the
culture of the pre-colonial Herero). We, on the other hand, engage with a more
contemporary past, in which ethnic identities collided with Zionism. Muchavs-
ky-Schnapper approvingly notes that it is very difficult to ascertain anything
concerning Brauer’s Jewish identity by reading his Yemenite book.85 In Donna
Haraway’s terms, Muchavsky-Schnapper refers to Brauer’s science as un-situ-
ated.86 But how could he be? As we know, Brauer was one of the leaders of the



Conditions of Jewish Folklore at Hamburg,” Proceedings of the Ninth World Congress of Jewish
Studies (Jerusalem: World Union of Jewish Studies, 1986), 73–80; Christine Schatz, “Ange-
wandte Volkskunde: Die ‘Gesellschaft für jüdische Volkskunde’ in Hamburg,” Vokus 14 (2004):
121–134.
84 This issue is addressed extensively in Dani Schrire, “Anthropologie, Europäische Ethnolo-
gie, Folklore-Studien: Max Grunwald und die vielen historischen Bedeutungen der Volks-
kunde,” Zeitschrift für Volkskunde 109, 1 (2013): 73–98.
85 Muchavsky-Schnapper, “Tilboshot ha-yehudim be-teiman.”
86 Donna J. Haraway, “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privi-
lege of Partial Perspective,” Feminist Studies 14, 3 (1988): 575–599.
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Jung Juda youth movement, continued his engagement with Zionist institutions
throughout his studies, and maintained close ties with the founding members
of Kibbutz Beit Zera (founded in 1927) when he was in Palestine. How could his
statement about being “the ethnologist of the Jewish People [Am Yisrael] even if
the Jewish People didn’t want him to become one” be the expression of an un-
situated position? Brauer’s work is that of an engaged scientist, ideologically
committed to the Jewish national project and to a specific view of human (as
well as Jewish) modernity. His move from Africa to the study of Jewish commu-
nities reflects this position. Brauer’s attempt to “purify” his “objects” of re-
search of his own experiences cannot be accepted at face-value. In the context
of his German Zionism, which criticized the inauthentic life of German Jewry,87

he struggled hard in his ethnological work to discover authentic Jewish life in
Yemen and Kurdistan. This view creates a hierarchy among different Jewish
communities, subjects and objects. While Zionism would “save” central Eur-
opean Jewry from its allegedly inauthentic life, it would, perhaps, also alter the
life of the non-European communities in Yemen and Kurdistan in an irreversible
manner. Authenticity in this case is based on a dual and conflicting spatio-tem-
poral configuration. For Brauer’s German Jewry the national present/future was
valued as more “authentic,” while for the Jews from Asia whom he studied,
their past was better appreciated as “authentic.” As Pertti Anttonen elaborated,
tradition goes hand in hand with modernity.88 In this sense, Brauer’s case is not
exceptional, yet its temporal texture is far more complex and was based on
blurring his ethnographic present, which is absent from his publications; by set-
ting Zionist modernity against Jewish traditional life, he allowed his subjects to
appear only either in the former or in the latter. This absence was compensated
for by making Jewish life in Yemen (or Kurdistan) present.

Brauer’s position and location in the field derives from a very unique series
of transitions between categories: from Leipzig to Jerusalem, from African stu-
dies to the study of Jews in Asia, from being racialized to racializing others,
from “couch anthropology” to a researcher who claimed to base his study on
“fieldwork,” from being situated far away to a non-situated being. These cross-
ings and transformations occurred during a highly critical period in the history
of Germans, Jews, and German-Jews – a history that has had a profound influ-
ence on our current conception of ethnology and the concepts with which it
engages, as well as on the moral and theoretical questions that occupy us to-
day.



87 See: Weiner, No’ar toses be-eda sha’anana.
88 Pertti J. Anttonen, Tradition Through Modernity: Postmodernism and Beyond in Folklore
Scholarship (Helsinki: Studia Fennica Folkloristica, 2004).
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