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The Institute is dedicated to Jacob Robinson (1889–1977) who was a brilliant Jewish jurist and 
zealous minority rights activist. He served as member of the Lithuanian parliament from 1923 
until 1926 and as delegate to the Congress of European Nationalities from 1925 to 1933. After 
his emigration to the US in 1940, he acted as Founding Director of the Institute of Jewish 
Affairs which explored the fate of the Jewish minority in Nazi-occupied Europe, advocated for 
human rights as a means for defending the rights of Jews, and promoted the idea of reparation 
and compensation. In 1945, Robinson worked for the United Nations Commission on Human 
Rights and, seven years later, he co-drafted the reparations agreement between Israel and the 
Federal Republic of Germany. In addition, he published several volumes of primary sources on 
the Holocaust. 
 

The Institute acts in the spirit of Jacob Robinson. Its starting point is the iconic cipher of 1948 
– the year when the Universal Declaration of Human Rights was adopted by the UN General 
Assembly, when the UN Genocide Convention was passed and when the State of Israel was 
established. In 1948, the three sides of this triangle – the promotion of human rights, 
the prevention and punishment of genocide and the existence of the Jewish state – appeared to 
be in solid harmony. However, much in public discourse nowadays suggests they are 
increasingly drifting apart. One of the aims of the Institute is to study the reasons and 
consequences of this rift between, on the one hand, the emphatic conception of human rights 
universally conceived as individual rights and, on the other, a collective Jewish claim to 
statehood.  
 
In order to explore this rift, the Institute reverts to another iconic cipher: the year 1919, when 
collective rights were stipulated at the Paris Peace Conference along a universally presumed 
principle of national self-determination. Following the conference, nationalities and ethnic 
collectives that couldn’t claim or attain their own nation-state had to accept minority status 
enshrined in international law and surveilled by the League of Nations. The Institute aims to 
highlight the ambivalence of minority protection in the interwar era: By dint of the collective 
rights it conferred, minority protection also functioned to accentuate the minority. It made the 
minority politically visible, thus rendering it a target for nationalistic hostility by the majority 
population. Given this backdrop, genocide, collective destruction, might be perceived as the 
negative side to the coin of minority protection. If collective minority protection fails, collective 
death, genocide looms. How, then, was the international community to deal with the fragility of 
collective minority protection and individual human rights after 1945? 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

By looking into the aftermath of the Holocaust, the ultimate genocide, the Institute orients itself 
on Hannah Arendt’s methodological considerations. Her magisterial oeuvre, The Origins of 
Totalitarianism, published in 1951, contains a sub-chapter titled “The Perplexities of the Rights 
of Man”. In this vignette, Arendt developed her critical reflections on the promises of individual 
universal human rights – lacking robust enforcement coverage. With no explicit mention of the 
Jews, it nonetheless becomes evident that she considered them prototypical for populations 
toward which pledges of safety were proclaimed – yet without guaranteeing their concrete and 
immediate implementation. In short, individual human rights lacking collective human 
protection, or in another of Arendt’s apodictic escalations: deprived of “the right to have rights”, 
reveal themselves as empty proclamations. In this way the political philosopher, arguing 
universally, justified the establishment of a Jewish state after Auschwitz.     
 
In addition, as an event anthropologically unprecedented, it is only natural that the Holocaust 
was also to generate subsequent sui generis legal forms. Such legal mutations emerged early in 
the realm of restitution and compensation – which are additional core topics to be addressed 
by the Institute. Since by absolute genocide, entire family associations were completely 
annihilated, a biting question loomed at war’s end: What was to be done with the property – be 
it material, cultural, or intellectual – that by dint of collective murder had been rendered 
heirless? After all, it was radically unbearable that in accordance with traditional legal practice 
in keeping with the principle of territoriality, heirless property should fall to the state – in this 
case the very state that had ordered and carried out the collective crime – or to nation-states 
that had allowed the Holocaust to occur on their soil or were unable to prevent its happening. 
 
For these reasons, new and groundbreaking regulations had to be instituted which would 
prevent such an outlandishly transfer of what was deemed now heirless property. 
Consequently, a collective body, the “Jewish people as a whole” was established and 
represented by so called “successor organizations”, claiming Jewish property made heirless by 
mass-murder and ultimate genocide. The Institute investigates this complex transformation of 
individual into collective property and thus the essential metamorphosis of formerly 
individual persons into a collective body. In doing so, it shows that restitution and 
compensation touched on questions of individual rights and collective human protection. 
Intriguingly, the person who, among others, laid the conceptual groundwork for these 
questions was Nehemiah Robinson (1898–1964), Jacob Robinson`s brother and closest 
collaborator. 
 


