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Lester and Sally Entin Faculty of Humanities
The Cohn Institute for the History and Philosophy of Science and Ideas
The Goldreich Family Institute for Yiddish Language, Literature, and Culture

A symposium
to mark the publication of a
special issue of Science in Context
on

Science and Scholarship in Yiddish

Program

16:15 Opening Remarks and Greetings
Raanan Rein, Vice Rector, Tel Aviv University
Hana Wirth-Nesher, Head, The Goldreich Family Institute for Yiddish
Language, Literature, and Culture
Leo Corry, Head, The Cohn Institute for the History and Philosophy of
Science and Ideas

16:30 Rachel Rojanski, University of Haifa
The Transformation of Yiddish into a Field of visnshaft

17:00 Alexandre Métraux, University of Mannheim
A Short History of Science in Yiddish

17:30-18:00 Coffee Break

18:00 Mark Steiner, Hebrew University Jerusalem

“Spinoza klept zikh zum materializm vi arbes tsum vant”.
Reuven Agushewitz
— the first and last Yiddish philosopher

General Discussion

Lectures will be held in English

Monday, November 19th, 2007, Room 496, Gilman
Light refreshments at 16:00
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“Science and Scholarship in Yiddish” will be the topic of a symposium to be held on
November 19, 2007, at Tel-Aviv University, jointly organized by the Cohn Institute for
History and Philosophy of Science and Ideas, and the Goldreich Family Institute for Yiddish
Language, Literature, and Culture. The symposium marks the publication of a special issue of
the journal Science in Context devoted to the topic.

Science in Yiddish (“vaxwiom yw1»”) is a vast and complex topic located at a unique
crossroads between the history of science and the history of Jewish cultural life in Eastern
Europe from late nineteenth century to the outbreak of World War II. But unlike Yiddish
literature, Yiddish language, and other phenomena of Jewish culture in Europe, the heritage of
science and scholarship in Yiddish did not experience either an academic or a public revival
in recent decades and thus was only incidentally made the subject matter of thorough research
and analysis. The special issue of Science in Context, an international academic journal edited
at the Cohn Institute in Tel Aviv and published by Cambridge University Press, is intended as
a first attempt of its kind to call attention to current research efforts related to this fascinating
story. It gathers a book-length collection of essays written by leading scholars in the field that
analyze in historical context, and thus rescue from total oblivion, a variety of scientific works
published in Yiddish for a Yiddish-speaking audience: the early Yiddish interpretations of
Albert Einstein’s Theory of Relativity, the reception of Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalysis in
the Argentinean journal Davke, the work of the social scientist Jacob Lestchinsky, and the
Soviet socio-economic research on the phenomena of Jewish life in the modern shtetl. In
addition it comprises a synthetic overview of Jewish scholarship in Yiddish mainly in
Byelorussia, as well as the first complete and commented translation of Ber Borochov’s 1913
article defining the tasks of modern scientific Yiddish philology.

The time span during which science and scholarship in Yiddish flourished was short. After a
first period during which scholarly texts were translated and published in Yiddish, it took
really off only in the aftermath of the Conference on Yiddish which was held at Chernowitz in
1908. After the Russian Revolution of 1917, science in Yiddish became at once real in the
Soviet Union. This process was linked to the affirmative action policies that the Communist
regime launched in view of gaining support from national and ethnic minorities for the new
socio-political order. Yiddish Departments were founded and henceforth received state
support in several universities and Academies of Science in Ukraine and Byelorussia; the
results of scholarly research in history, philology, ethnography, demography, etc., were
published in Yiddish; science building in Yiddish even attracted scholars fluent in Yiddish
from Western countries. However, scientific activities in Yiddish in the Soviet Union rested
on a paradoxical compromise. Though being done in Yiddish, scholarly research was meant to
contribute to transformation of traditional Jewish identity into a revolutionized, secular,
socialist, “other” Jewish identity cut off from its religious as well as from its Hebrew roots.
This somehow “avant-garde” movement of science in Yiddish ended in the early nineteen-
thirties when the Soviet regime dropped the affirmative action policies in favor of the Jewish
and other minorities and instead followed the hard line of Sovietization of social, cultural, and
especially scholarly life.

Another chapter of science building in Yiddish took place west of the Soviet Union. More
modest in scope and resting on private initiatives, it was epitomized in the activities of YIVO.
This important institution was founded in Berlin in 1925, but had its headquarters in Vilna. It
functioned until the invasion of Lithuania by the German Army. One of its key projects was
the standardization of Yiddish scientific nomenclature.

The fall of science and scholarship in Yiddish was cruel, bloody, and murderous: Yiddish
science suffered the same fate — that of “y27n” — as its actors.



For additional information on the special issue of Science in Context visit:
http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displaylssue?jid=SIC&volumeld=20&issueld=02




