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Chair in Modern Israel Studies 

A Chair in Modern Israel Studies has been created at the University of Sussex with 
generous support from major philanthropists. With this new appointment, based 
in the School of History, Art History and Philosophy, the University will significantly 
extend its research in modern Middle Eastern History. This initiative has been 
welcomed by the Vice-Chancellor, Professor Michael Farthing. ‘In this period of huge 
social and political change in the region,’ he said, ‘the development of our teaching 
and research is timely. At Sussex it is part of our tradition to engage with urgent and 
complex issues, and we are grateful to the donors who have made this possible.’

The University already has leading research in related areas within the School and its 
History department, including the Centre for German-Jewish Studies. The new Chair 
will contribute to the Middle East studies programme, and its remit will embrace all 
aspects of the politics, history and society of contemporary Israel. The Chair will also 
promote links between British and Israeli academics. Two further lecturer posts are 
proposed, dealing with the history and culture of the Middle East more broadly.

At the wish of one of the donors, the Chair will be named after Yossi Harel, a 
founding figure in the history of modern Israel. Harel, who died in 2008 at the age of 
ninety, commanded the ‘Exodus’, which in 1947 carried more than 4,500 displaced 
European Jews to Palestine (see illustration). The ship was prevented from landing by 
the British administration, which forced it to return to Europe, whawitthishussangors, 





Friends of the Centre for German-Jewish 
Studies will be saddened to hear of the 
death of Peter Straus, a loyal member of 
our London Support Group. Peter’s parents 
were German-Jewish refugees who settled 
in Britain shortly before the Second World 
War. Pride in his heritage prompted him to 
become Chairman of the Support Group, 
in addition to his many other charitable 
activities. Working closely with colleagues at 
Sussex, he guided us through a challenging 
period and helped us obtain backing for 
innovative projects.   

Peter was born on 22 April 1941 in 
Leicester.  Since his parents wanted him to 
have ‘an English gentleman’s education’, 
he was sent to Felsted, the independent 
school in Essex.  As one of the few Jews 
at the school he had to endure some 
antisemitism, but Peter did well, excelling 
not only at academic subjects but also 
at sport, especially hockey, for which he 
showed exceptional talent.

In 1964, after graduating from university, 
Peter joined his father’s chemical/
pharmaceutical company, where his 
business acumen quickly became evident.  
In 1965 he married Susan Schiffer, and the 
couple first moved to Finchley, then to Friern 
Barnet. They were blessed with a daughter, 
Claire, and then a son, Daniel, who is now 
following in his father’s footsteps in the 
chemical/pharmaceutical industry.  

When Peter and his close colleague Bob 
Dalton launched their own company, S&D 
chemicals, the business prospered.  Peter 
had a talent for customer relations and 
this side of the business took him all over 
the world, notably to the Soviet bloc, when 
hardly any other enterprise was operating 
there. He was helped by his gift for 
languages: he spoke fluent English, German 
and French, good Spanish and passable 
Russian. The company expanded until it 
was a global operation with 400 employees 
worldwide.  

In his business dealings Peter was shaped 
by a profound ethical sense. In the private 
sphere he was never too busy to find time 
for friends and colleagues. Sadly, he lost his 
father at a young age, but he was a devoted 
son, visiting his mother most days when he 
was in London. Later, he became a doting 
hands-on grandfather.  

While continuing to play hockey and cycle 
long distances, Peter was also an excellent 
skier.  A severe accident in 2004 curtailed 
his sporting activities, but despite a gloomy 
medical prognosis he was soon walking, 
cycling and even skiing again. He was 
a resolute character who he never gave 
in to pain, and he surprised everyone by 
remaining with us for an unimaginable 
four years after the diagnosis of pancreatic 
cancer. His death deprives us of a friend 
whose sage advice and consistent support 
will be sadly missed. He leaves a partner, a 
daughter and a son – and a proud legacy of 
business ethics and private philanthropy.

Obituary:
Peter Straus

Reports on Events

Is there a Jewish Political Tradition? 
The Shtadlan as a Case Study
François Guesnet (Sidney and Elizabeth Corob 
Reader in Modern Jewish History at University 
College London) addressed this question on 
Monday 27 February at the Centre research 
seminar. In contrast to the widespread view that 
associates Jewish politics with the emergence of 
mass political movements in the late nineteenth 
century, notably Zionism and the Bund, Guesnet 
argued that Jewish activism has a much longer 
and more illustrious history. Going back to the late 
Middle Ages, he traced the origins and activities 
of the Jewish intercessor (Hebrew: Shtadlan). 
Working as a ‘lobbyist’ representing the interests of 
the local Jewish communities, and negotiating for 
the safety and benefit of Jews with the authorities 
holding power, the Shtadlan, according to Guesnet, 
exemplify forms of political agitation that have 
received scant attention from historians. Scrutinizing 
the life and work of such intercessors, from 
Menasseh ben Israel through Barukh ben David 
Yavan to Moses Montefiore, Guesnet provided a 
rich and illuminating narrative of European Jewish 
political history from the early to the late modern 
periods. The talk, attended mainly by faculty 
members and postgraduate students, provoked a 
lively discussion on the nature of Jewish politics both 
past and present.

Moses Hess between Socialism and Zionism
On the occasion of the 200th anniversary of 
the birth of Moses Hess (1812-1875) and the 
150th anniversary of his famous book Rome and 
Jerusalem: The Last National Question (1862), the 
first large international conference devoted to this 

German-Jewish socialist thinker and early Zionist 
took place in Jerusalem from 18-20 March, 2012. 
Christian Wiese, who continues to serve as visiting 
research professor at Sussex, co-organized this 
event on behalf of the Centre for German-Jewish 
Studies and the Martin Buber Chair in Jewish 
Thought and Philosophy at the Goethe University, 
Frankfurt am Main, in cooperation with the Leo 
Baeck Institute, Jerusalem, and the Rosa Luxemburg 
Foundation in Israel.  

the lif co-organy Zionist 



Forthcoming Events 

12 April 2012 
Gideon Reuveni 
(University of Sussex)
Work in Progress Seminar, 
‘The Bridge, the Door, and the 
Cultural-Economy Approach to 
History’

Instead of viewing the economy 
as an ontological ‘other’ to 
culture, this paper will suggest 
that seeing the economy as a 
form of culture practice offers 
new ways to read [Jewish] 
history. The paper will be divided 
into two parts. It will start with 
a brief overview of some recent 
discussions of the relationship 
between culture and the 
economy, focusing on the work 
of the British school of cultural 
economy. The second section 
of the talk will seek to illustrate 
the potential of this so-called 
cultural economy approach 
to history by discussing some 
aspects of Gideon’s current 
research on Jewish economic 
history 

16:00 Arts A, A155 
University of Sussex

23-26 July 2012
European Association for Jewish 
Studies Workshop on ‘Jewish 
Studies in Europe: Comparative 
Perspectives’ at Oxford, Yarnton 
Manor (co-organized with the 
Martin Buber Chair in Jewish 
Thought and Philosophy at the 
Goethe University, Frankfurt am 
Main)

‘Buy Jewish’: Hag Coffee 
and Antisemitism
In Germany, a special 
advertising campaign for HAG 
coffee was aimed at the Jewish 
public ahead of the Passover 
holiday, and it apparently 
derived from the company’s 
competition with Korinthen, a 
rival decaffeinated coffee that, 
unlike HAG, was produced from 

grains and was thus not kosher 
for Passover. According to the 
company’s in-house newspaper, 
HAG-Post, HAG advertised its 
“Coffee for Passover” in special 
advertisements placed in a 
range of Jewish newspapers 
every year. 

The attention devoted to the 
Jewish public by HAG Coffee’s 


