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Preface

Itis a bold deed for an academic historian to undertake a general history
of the Jews in modern times. Very few do so, for reasons which are
familiar: too vast a field, lack of knowledge of large areas, too few rele-
vant languages mastered, and so forth. Such reasons are intrinsically
good, but their result is not. Besides, one must often face the skepticism
of colleagues. The academic historians’ inhibitions have brought about
that general histories have been attempted by several popular authors
who attempted a task clearly beyond them.

The accumulation of studies in modern Jewish history is overwhelm-
ing, especially during the past quarter century, in Hebrew and English.
Just to master all the worthwhile writings would leave time and strength
for nothing else. Yet I have thought to try, and will spare the reader
further apologies.

There is the matter of ideology, a term very familiar to those brought
up in Israel and in Zionist principles. The ‘Jerusalem school’, which has
included some historians of the highest distinction, has seen the yearn-
ing for deliverance from Exile (galut) and Return as the central meaning
of Jewish history. I live in Jerusalem but am unable to share this outlook.
The yearning for deliverance and Return is unquestioned but it did not
dominate Jewish life even when it ruled the minds of many religious,
and later nationalist, intellectuals. Often deliverance and Return were
forgotten or at least marginalized, and influential sectors of the Jewish
people renounced them during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
Return, in the secular form of Zionism towards the end of the nine-
teenth century, was highly controversial. At all events, this is not a book
which fits the Jerusalem school.

Readers will notice considerable attention to the general historical
framework into which Jewish history fits, and much space given to
demography, economic, and social history, as well as the development
of the Jewish community structure. In these respects I find myself
following in the footstepts of my mentor, Salo Wittmayer Baron
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(1895-1989). The reader will judge the validity of my viewpoint and the
extent of my success.

I am indebted to friends and colleagues for their comments and
suggestions, but this history is entirely my independent work. My late
wife, Ruth S. Gartner, aided and supported me throughout our life
together. To her beloved memory I dedicate this book.

Lloyd P. Gartner
August 2000
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Glossary

aliyah beit, ‘illegal’ Jewish immigration to Palestine without certificate
issued by the British Mandatory authorities.

Ashkenazic, pertaining to German Jews and their descendants in other
countries.

Bar Mitzvah, occasion of a boy’s attaining religious and legal maturity.
The equivalent for girls is the Bat Mitzvah.

beit midrash, study hall for sacred literature in a community or a yeshiva.

beth din, a court adjudicating according to Jewish law.

bittahon, complete trust in God’s benevolent interest.

devekut, communion with God, so intimate that consciousness of self is
lost.

Eretz Israel, official Hebrew name for the area governed by British man-
date from after World War I until 1948.

galut, exile from the homeland; a condition of existential alienation.

Ha'avara, agreement allowing Jews settling in Palestine to exchange
German marks for proceeds from the sale of goods.

Haganabh, illegal military defence organization in the yishuv.

hakham, lit. wise man; rabbinic head of a Sefardic community.

halakhah, Jewish law considered to be of Divine origin, and binding.

halutz, pioneer in Israel, especially in agriculture.

Hasidic, pertaining to certain mystical sects of Judaism.

Haskalah, Jewish Enlightenment movement of eighteenth century in
central and eastern Europe.

hazaka, permanent right to some communal position, honour, etc.

hazan, cantor; official who chants prayers in a synagogue.

heder (pl. hadarim), lit. room; one-room elementary schoolhouse,
usually the schoolmaster’s dwelling.

herem, the ban, imposed by the community for offences which exclude
one from social, economic, and religious participation.

hevra (pl. hevrot, havarot), a society.

hevra kadisha, communal society responsible for burial arrangements
and cemetery upkeep.
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hezkat ha-yishuv, permanent right to residence in a community.

Judenrat, body responsible for administration of Jewish community
under Nazi rule.

kabbalah, Jewish mysticism.

kahal, executive body of a community.

kashrut, regulations determining the Jewish dietary laws.

kosher, ritually correct; faultless.

kehillah, the organized Jewish community.

kibbutz, kvutza, Israeli collective agricultural settlement.

kibbutz galuyot, ingathering of the exiles; mass immigration to the state
of Israel.

kiddush, sanctification, usually over wine, before Sabbath and festival
evening and daytime dinners.

Kiddush ha-Shem, voluntary martyrdom by a group or individuals.

ma‘abarah, transit camp in use during mass immigration to Israel, espe-
cially 1951-5.

maggid, preacher.

Marranos, Spanish and Portuguese Jews converted to Christianity and
their descendants.

maskil, adherent of the Haskalah, or Jewish Enlightenment.

mazzot, unfermented biscuits eaten on Passover instead of forbidden
bread.

mehitza, physical partition between the sexes, as in the Orthodox
synagogue.

midrash, free exegetical commentary on biblical books and individual
verses.

minhagim, religious customs, not formally binding but generally
practised in some locality.

Mishnah, codification of the oral law, ca. 200, by Rabbi Judah the
Patriarch. The foundation text of the Talmud (q.v.).

Mishneh Torah, the code of halakhah (q.v.) composed by Moses
Maimonides (1135-1204).

mitzvah, a religious obligation; a blessed service.

moshav, moshava, Israeli agricultural settlement with private family life
and collective economy.

mussar, movement promoting ethical reflection and study of ethical
literature.
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parnassim, heads of a kehillah.

Pentateuch, first five books of the Torah.

rebbe, Hasidic religious leader.

rishonim, lit. the first ones; the commentators on the Talmud before the
sixteenth century.

Rosh ha-Shanah, the Jewish New Year.

Sabbatianism, heretical movement accepting Sabbetai Zvi of Izmir as the
Messiah.

Seder, the Passover eve home ritual.

Sefardic, pertaining to Sefarad (Spain) and Portugal and to Jews of that
descent.

servi camerae, servants of the chamber, the subordination of the Jews in
feudal society exclusively to the monarch.

shehita, slaughter of animals by the kosher rules.

shohet, a slaughterer of animals by the kosher rules.

Shulhan ‘Arukh, lit. the set table; the code of halakhah (q.v.) composed by
R. Joseph Karo (1488-1575).

Sukkot, Feast of Tabernacles, a festival lasting seven days.

tallit, shawl worn by men during prayer.

Talmud, compilation of the Palestinian and Babylonian schools’ rulings
and discussions, ca. 500. The central subject of Jewish study.

Talmud Torah, the study of the Torah; a school where such study is
carried on.

Torah, the totality of biblical and Talmudic literature, held to be divinely
inspired; sometimes only the Pentateuch.

Va‘ad Arba® *Arazot, Council of Four Lands, the council of Polish Jewry,
ca. 1580-1764.

Va‘ad ha-medinah, the council of the Lithuanian lands, 1623-1764.

Va‘ad Leumi, National Council of Palestine Jews from 1920-1948.

yeshiva, academy for the advanced study of Torah; before ca. 1800 the
circle of students of a rabbi.

yishuv, the collective term for the Jewish settlement in Palestine before
the state of Israel.

zaddik, Hasidic saint and teacher.

zizit, fringes worn on the four corners of the outer garment or separately
(Numbers 15: 37-41).
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The Heritage of Medieval Judaism

The Jewish Map of 1650

Beneath the surface of events the multiplication of Jewish population
is a cardinal fact in modern Jewish history. No more than one and a
quarter million Jews lived in the world when Europe’s ascent to global
supremacy began about 1650. The number of Jews was far fewer than at
the beginning of the Christian era, when there were approximately 8
million in the world-embracing Roman and Persian empires. 1650 was
the low point after which the world’s Jewish population climbed to
approximately 16.7 million in 1939 on the eve of the Second World War
and the Holocaust. The greatest increase, proportionately far higher
than that of the general population, occurred in Europe and its New
World offshoot between 1800 and 1914. On the other hand the Jews of
North Africa and the Middle East increased little during these centuries
and their importance in the world Jewish scene declined until the post-
Second World War era.

The significance of population growth is not merely a matter of quan-
tity. Population growth made the Jews a youthful people heavily bur-
dened with dependants. It also meant that a very high proportion of
available money and energy had to be spent on children’s education
and welfare. It constantly required new sources of livelihood. The search
for livelihoods for this new young population probably intensified
Jews’ efforts to abolish or circumvent economic and other restrictions
upon them. The needs which arose from population growth also greatly
stimulated emigration to new lands, especially the United States of
America. In 1650, where we start, all this lay in an unfathomable future.
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The Heritage of Medieval Judaism

Almost all Jews lived solely within the rich but constricted world of
Judaism. What constituted Judaism was laid down in the Bible and
Talmud and a vast corpus of writings based on them. These were not
merely a meticulously preserved heirloom but the substance of life and
faith for almost all Jews. Like Islam and Christianity, Judaism claimed to
be the truth. It is only a later conception that every religion is subjec-
tively true for its believers and that emotional satisfaction and psychic
benefits from religion count the most. Outwardly, Judaism may be
characterized as a religion of divinely ordained law (halakhah) encom-
passing all conduct. The path of life for a Jew was set forth in the sacred
writings and summed up by rabbinic sages in law codes, whose prime
source was the Talmud and its early interpreters (rishonim). The most
famous code was the Mishneh Torah (‘Supplemental Torah’) of R. Moses
Maimonides (1138-1204) but that most commonly used was the Shulhan
Arukh (‘Set Table’) of R. Joseph Karo (1488-1575). No code was final, as
shown by the work of commentators and glossators which surrounded
the printed text; Karo himself was the foremost commentator on
Maimonides’ code. Partial codes have been written since, and local or
regional customs (minhagim) were as a rule respected by codifiers. Ques-
tions of halakhah in daily life were for communities’ rabbis to decide,
with major questions referred to renowned rabbis. The informal struc-
ture of halakhic authority permitted a good deal of individualism on the
part of rabbis who were untrammelled by hierarchical restraint. From
the diligent study of this oral Torah, itself a mitzvah (religious duty),
were derived rulings in Jewish law when necessary for contemporary
needs.

The emphasis on law emphasizes two additional characteristics of
Judaism. First, it is an activist religion. The Jew must do or not do certain
things, and religious merit is acquired by acts performed or avoided,
especially in the face of danger or temptation. Faith and inward sin-
cerity were expected but they did not substitute for actually performing
a required mitzvah. The second point is that religious life is carried on
within a time frame. Daily prayers had to be recited within specified
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hours, and the Sabbath and holidays and a gamut of religious obliga-
tions were likewise fixed by the clock. The clock governed the required
interval between consuming meat and then dairy products afterwards,
and even the formal conclusion of the Passover eve Seder.

Judaism was a highly rationalized religion which proceeded from the
belief in a revelation at Sinai for eternity, which included the written
Torah explicitly and the oral Torah of the later rabbis implicitly. Honour
was paid to those distinguished in the study of the Torah. This was the
main duty of rabbis, but there were many who were not rabbis and
learned in the Torah. In the secular world one sought the new in knowl-
edge and ideas, but the goal of rabbinic learning was instead deeper
understanding of the ancient and given. These characteristics of
Judaism—activism, the time framework, and rational intellectuality—
when translated into secular terms became vitally important a few
generations later to Jews who were finding their way in the modern
world of capitalism, natural science, and rationalism.

Judaism was always in religious competition with Christianity, but
Jews avoided debates with Christians over religion. Those who indulged
even in amicable religious discussions might be punished by the
community on account of the danger of allegations of ‘profaning’ or
‘insulting’ the majority religion. Christian authorities, for their part
wary of the perils to innocent believers of Jewish ‘subtlety’, also opposed
encounters between Jews and ordinary Christians. However, Jewish
mastery of the Scriptures and the Hebrew language compelled Chris-
tians to resort, willingly or not, to Jewish teachers in order to learn the
sacred tongue.

In the traditional Jewish community one was a Jew by birth in a Jew-
ish family. Maturity brought membership in the community (kehillah),
which was not merely a matter of choice or sentiment but compulsory.
It entailed religious, social, and financial obligations, and the Jewish
community had the authority to enforce them. In any case one could
hardly live as a Jew without a Jewish community to be part of. Under the
Old Regime society was composed of classes, and the members of each
class possessed a defined legal status. ‘Jew’ was one such status.

Materially, the Jew lived better than did the mass of impoverished
Christian and Muslim peasants, yet he was looked down on and dis-
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liked. It was possible to be kind and sympathetic to an individual Jew,
but he was still descended from those who supposedly rejected and
killed Jesus. The Jews as a people were under the curse of exile, their land
lost and their Temple destroyed. Christianity challenged the Jews with
its claim that exile and wandering showed that God rejected them, and
this exile would endure until the Jewish people accepted Jesus at the end
of days. Judaism had to provide a response to the Christians and also
satisfying to themselves. Jewish teaching maintained that God had
justly punished his people for their grievous moral and religious sins,
and the fate of Jesus had nothing to do with it. Just as their sufferings in
exile had been truly foretold by Scripture, so would the scriptural
prophecies of their restoration also come to pass. God would reward his
people and restore them to their Holy Land in glory. Punishment would
be meted out to those who had afflicted them, and peace and plenty
would endure forever under the kingship of the Messiah of the House of
David.

It was a heroic conception, and at all times there were Jews who lost
faith in it and converted to Christianity or Islam. As human nature
would have it, some converts became missionaries to their former co-
religionists and a few turned into informers and persecutors.

The Jews constituted what sociologists call a traditional society,
meaning one based upon a common body of knowledge and values
transmitted from the past. They were still united on this basis in the
mid-seventeenth century, constituting a separate community which
had relations with non-Jews as buyers and sellers or lessors and lessees,
but rarely as partners and socially almost never. Given the gulf between
the Jew and Christian ways of life and the restrictions of the Jewish
dietary laws in particular, social contact between Jews and Christians
was almost impossible. Christian no less than Jewish leaders dis-
approved and combated any tendency to socialize. In a few advanced
circles in Holland and Italy common cultural interests brought a few
men together. A handful of the Jewish élite looking after Jewish interests
were involved in political affairs outside the Jewish community. There
was no more contact than that.
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Family and Community

The monogamous family was the social basis of Jewish life. Polygamy
had long been suppressed notwithstanding its biblical sanction. Concu-
binage was likewise out of bounds. As a group, the Jews stood for
chastity and rejected celibacy. Sexual life was decidedly approved of, but
exclusively within the marital bond. The marriage of the young was
arranged between their respective families. Brides’ prosperous families
often undertook to support the new couple for a given number of years.
Procreation was in religious terms a ‘positive Divine commandment’, in
fact given during the six days of creation (Genesis 1: 28). Birth control
was prohibited and infanticide, widely practised and unofficially toler-
ated in the majority society, among the Jews was deemed plain murder.
The seriousness with which the prohibition of birth control was taken
is illustrated by the many halakhic queries put to rabbis concerning
extreme medical situations. It might be allowed on the part of the
woman, but even then not by the man. It was practically unheard of for
a woman not to marry, while an unmarried man was regarded with dis-
dain and moral suspicion. To ‘be fertile and increase’, as God enjoined
Adam and Eve, produced a Jewish progeny probably larger than that
of Christians. To be sure sexual life was not always virtuous; infidelity
occurred and prostitution existed. The limited evidence which exists
points not to the absence but to the rarity of illegitimate Jewish births.
Family meant parents and children. However, aged parents and rela-
tives without their own families might live together in one household,
as well as Jewish servants. The husband and father was the head of
the family, although deference was due to elderly parents living in the
household. A highly prominent role was reserved for the wife and
mother, who was often her husband’s business aide and collaborator.
The man was often a merchant or a lowly pedlar who had to be absent
from home for extended periods, and the woman took his place at
home and in business. The same was true for widows. It has been argued
that in addition to women'’s specific religious duties such as kindling
Sabbath and holiday candles they had a sort of religious sub-culture
expressed in Yiddish prayers, books, and special supplications. The
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coming of emancipation was to reduce, not augment, women’s role by
returning them to home life and charity work.

Family connections were socially and economically important, and
distinguished ancestry was widely esteemed. Divorce, while regrettable,
was acceptable in cases of impotence, infidelity (if by the wife, it was
mandatory), and serious incompatibility. The halakhic skill of Sefardic
rabbis was taxed by the marital, remarital, divorce, and inheritance
problems of New Christians returning to Judaism with or without their
spouse.

The rearing of children meant their induction into the values and
practices of Jewish traditional society. In addition to what they experi-
enced at home, children were taught the sacred texts by a tutor in pros-
perous families or in a communal school (Talmud Torah) among the
poor. Most elementary teaching took place in a ‘room’ (heder) in the
teacher’s dwelling. The physical conditions were poor, the teacher was
untrained, and studies consisted of prayer book recitation and Penta-
teuch. Few children went beyond this modicum. Girls were taught about
the same by women schoolmarms, and mothers were assumed to train
their daughters in wifely duties. Boys and girls from poor or unstable
families frequently became house servants of middle-class Jewish fam-
ilies until a marriage was arranged. Not many boys reached what are
today secondary levels, and very few reached a yeshiva, which until the
nineteenth century was the circle of students in the house of a distin-
guished rabbi. It was maintained by the rabbi himself or by his commu-
nity as a matter of prestige and religious merit, and students moved
readily from yeshiva to yeshiva. In due course a student might be
granted a letter authorizing him ‘to teach and teach’ matters permitted
and forbidden by halakhah and, for the best students, ‘to judge
and judge’ in a court of Jewish law (beth din). Such a man was now a
rabbi.

Education in seventeenth-century Jewry and long thereafter in most
parts of the Jewish world dealt exclusively with textual study and expo-
sition.! The culture and language of the surrounding society found no

! An interesting parallel to Talmud study is found in Paul Oskar Kristeller, ‘The

Scholar and his Public in the Late Middle Ages and the Renaissance’, in Medieval Aspects
of Renaissance Learning, ed. and trans. E. P. Mahoney (Durham, NC, 1974), 6-10.
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place, nor did any vocational or scientific or physical training. The goal
among established families was to produce religiously devout and
learned men whose worldly requirements could be attended to by
inheriting a parental business or by an advantageous marriage. This dys-
functional and inadequate educational system was a vulnerable target
for Haskalah (Jewish Enlightenment) reformers and for rabbis and
others who realized its inadequacies. However, no basic change occur-
red until the advent of modern conditions swept away the old system.

In societies composed of chartered bodies, each possessing defined
rights and obligations, it is understandable that the Jews likewise pos-
sessed charters and governed themselves autonomously. The corporate
Jewish community (kehillah), an institution reaching back more than a
thousand years, served the interests of the Jews as well as their rulers.?
A half-century’s existence of the Jewish state of Israel helps to place the
kehillah in perspective. Unlike Israel or any other state, it was not
founded on a territory. It had no functions of armed defence, and its
foreign relations consisted of dealings with the ruling powers from a po-
sition of dependence. For all its spiritual strength, the kehillah recog-
nized its subordination, indeed its helplessness, before the powers that
be. On the other hand the modern state of Israel contains a large variety
of political and religious viewpoints, while the kehillah was based on
unanimity of viewpoint. Unlike modern democracies it was incapable of
hospitality to intellectual variety.

The functions of the kehillah towards the outside society were finan-
cial and representative. Rulers found it convenient to hold the kehillah
responsible for the taxes which the Jews had to pay. Thus, local com-
munities as well as regional and country-wide federations of communi-
ties in Poland borrowed and lent money and undertook long-term
indebtedness, while at least one kehillah, the major one of Amsterdam,
paid a return on funds which local Jews placed with it for investment.
The kehillah also could fix the rights of competing Jewish businessmen.
Within Jewish life, it oversaw many charitable societies as well as the
numerous synagogues which existed alongside the community’s official

2 Salo W. Baron, The Jewish Community: Its History and Structure to the American Revo-
lution (3 vols., Philadelphia, 1942), is a comprehensive study, arranged mainly by topic.
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house of worship. In some places, such as Bohemia and Poland, the
kehillah included independent guilds of Jewish craftsmen. Communal
institutions could include a hospice, in some places a hospital, and in
Italy a hall for weddings and entertainments. An array of charitable
societies undertook among other works to educate the poor, support
widows and orphans, endow needy brides, care for the sick, attend
lying-in mothers, arrange circumcision for newborn boys, and ransom
captives wherever they might be held. Some societies, often composed
of ladies, undertook such pious tasks as mending prayer shawls (tallitot)
and show-fringes (zizit). There were regular groups to recite psalms or
study the weekly synagogal Torah reading, Mishnah, Talmud, ethical
worKks, or other sacred texts.

Of all these pious groups, the most important and honorific was the
Holy Society (hevra kadisha) which buried the dead. It held the primacy
not only because burial was a sacred obligation which had to be
promptly discharged, and because washing and shrouding the dead
before burial was accorded such high religious merit that men and
women vied for the honour of co-optation to the Holy Society to per-
form the task. In addition, the Holy Society wielded considerable power.
It controlled the community’s cemetery and could bury a criminal or
disreputable individual in a shameful location, to his and his family’s
permanent dishonour. It might even delay burial until the family paid
his debt to the community or offered a donation within their presumed
means. Such powers, needless to say, could be abused and sometimes
provoked fierce quarrels.

All these works of kindness and piety could keep busy the minds and
hands of the 1,000 to 2,000 persons who constituted an average urban
kehillah. Communal affairs, pious deeds, religious observances, and
sacred study could fill the social and spiritual world of the Jews within
their framework of social separateness and communal autonomy, and
they made for dense networks of social life. In addition, the authority
and responsiblity of the Jewish community was great. The sundry
rulers—kings, municipalities, bishops, dukes—whose toleration permit-
ted the Jews to dwell in their territories levied taxes and exacted loans
and ‘gifts’, and left it to the kehillah to divide the amounts among its
members. Moreover, the kehillah’s oft exercised privilege to admit or
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exclude a person from the right of permanent residence (hazakah or
hezkat ha-yishuv) was closely related to his capacity to pay taxes. Male-
factors and troublesome dissenters could also be deprived of the right
and be expelled. The kehillah was empowered to impose the ban (herem),
by which someone was ostracized and boycotted until he mended his
ways or submitted to the authority of the kehillah.

The executive body of the kehillah was the kahal. Although every
member of the community had rights, this executive was far from a
democratic institution. The process of election involved electoral bodies
which elected yet other electoral bodies by drawing lots. Quite a few
rules prohibited in-laws and relatives even to the third degree from
serving together on the kahal. Yet, with all the rules, the management of
the kehillah was usually in the hands of a hereditary and intermarried
oligarchy. Men acquired their place in the oligarchy by virtue of wealth,
family connections, and occasionally as rabbis; money and rabbinic
learning were married. There were kahal members who used their
position to further their private interests.

Every kehillah had its officials, from those who cleaned its buildings to
clerks, teachers, beadles, and rabbi, who was the ranking if not neces-
sarily the most powerful figure in the kehillah. He was employed, usually
for a term of three to five years, as expositor of the Torah, judge, and
occasional preacher. Rabbis often changed positions several times
during their lives, whether for a higher income, a more scholarly atmo-
sphere, or on account of disputes with local oligarchs. Many a commu-
nity, however, basked in its rabbi’s reputation for wisdom and learning,
and a few rabbis were the authors of classic works which are studied and
used to the present day.

Large urban kehillot often held sway over little rural ones. The small
places were resentful and resisted particularly when, as they main-
tained, the large community assessed them disproportionately for taxes.
Above the local level, regional councils of Jewish communities devel-
oped in Poland and Germany. The most ramified community structure
was that existing in Poland and Lithuania. In 1580 Polish Jewry’s
regional community councils established the Council of Four Lands
(Va'ad arba arazot), namely Little (south-west) Poland, Great (western)
Poland, Red Russia (Galicia), and Lithuania. Mazovia in central Poland
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became the fourth land after Lithuania withdrew in 1623 to set up its
own Council of the [Three] Lands (Vaad ha-medinah). The regions
represented in both councils changed and increased until they were
finally abolished in 1764. Two representatives from each land of the
Polish council met annually during the fair at Lublin or Jaroslaw. Their
main business was allocating taxes among the lands. Other matters
inevitably came up, including refugee relief, the encouragement of
Hebrew printing, regulation of moneylending practices, and so on. An
unofficial activity during council sessions and fairs was match-making,
presumably of country-wide mercantile dynasties.

The effective powers of the autonomous Jewish community were
nowhere more extensive than in Poland. Communal bodies decided the
terms of Jewish moneylending and tax farming, as well as the leasing
from territorial lords of concessions like salt mines. Once a man held a
concession for a specified number of years he had tenure rights (hazakah)
and it was an offence to underbid him for the concession. Such rules, it
must be added, were not always honoured nor could they be readily
enforced against wealthy Jews well connected with Gentile rulers. Even
so, this range of communal enactments bore witness to the diversity and
inner strength of Polish Jewry in the mid-seventeenth century.

Jewish Dispersion

Probably half the world’s Jews in 1650 lived in the Ottoman empire,®
which extended from Persia through the Middle East and across North
Africa to Gibraltar, and in Europe from Greece to the Balkans and

3 Since population figures will be given repeatedly, it is desirable to explain their
sources. Local Jewish communities sometimes enumerated their members, usually by
household for taxation purposes. The question of family and household size becomes
central, and scholars have laboured and disputed over it. In eastern Europe and
Ottoman lands a general census was rare, and Poland, 1764, and Russia, 1897, are
single cases. Modern states have taken detailed censuses, but in many countries they did
not enumerate by religion. In the United States a proposal to do so brought a sharp
debate. In such modern countries demographers have drawn up detailed estimates from
incidental information in censuses, burial records, and even Jewish names in telephone
directories. Israel has full Jewish population data.
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Hungary. The Sublime Porte in Constantinople was the overlord, but its
subject peoples’ real masters were the almost independent provincial
rulers. Turkey and the Ottoman empire’s European lands, not to
mention the Middle East, had been the home of Jewish communities
since ancient times. Under Ottoman rule Jews and other minority
religions enjoyed extensive communal autonomy. Not only Jews from
Germany, Hungary, and Bohemia but thousands expelled from Spain in
1492 and Portugal in 1497 found a haven in Ottoman lands. Especially
in such cities as Salonika and Constantinople, renamed Istanbul in the
twentieth century, they kept their native tongues and transmitted them
to their children, while also enriching the simple Turkish language. In
Constantinople the Iberian refugees joined and soon dominated the
diverse Jewish elements who had been forced to resettle there from
many parts of the sultans’ realm as part of the imperial method of
repopulating the ruined metropolis after the conquest of 1453. On the
other hand, Jews from Salonika were compelled to move to the island of
Rhodes after the Ottoman conquest in 1525. Others voluntarily moved
northwards into the Balkans, although Balkan Jewry only developed
when it came under Christian rule long after. The eastern Mediter-
ranean also had significant Jewish communities on islands such as
Corfu and Crete, which were ruled by the Italian commercial cities of
Venice and Genoa. Ottoman Jewry, like the empire itself, had passed its
peak by 1650. Jews in the empire could still hold Christian slaves,* but
they had to struggle against the monopoly privileges of Turkish guilds
while setting up guilds of their own.’

Of the approximately 550,000 Jews who inhabited the rest of Europe,
about 450,000 could be found in the broad stretches of the Polish-
Lithuanian kingdom. Its 282,000 square miles included today’s Ukraine,
Baltic states, much of White Russia, and north-west Russia. Poland was
the flourishing centre of world Jewry, its most important community
from the Spanish expulsion until the Second World War. Expulsions
had put an end to Jewish life in most of western Europe: England in

4 Pierre Belon, Les observations de plusieurs singularitez . . . en Grece, Asie, Iudee . . . et
autres pays estranges (Paris, 1588), 399-401.

5 Gabriel Baer, ‘Monopolies and Restrictive Practices of Turkish Guilds’, Journal of the
Economic and Social History of the Orient, 13 (1970), 145-65.
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1290, France in stages from 1306 to 1394, Spain and Sicily in 1492,
Portugal in 1497, and most of the German towns and principalities
between 1350 and 1500. Jews continued to live in some of the German
principalities, and small Jewish groups, mainly former Marranos return-
ing to Judaism, were tolerated in England and the south of France from
the late sixteenth century. The poet Ronsard wrote of their unpopu-
larity: ‘I do not like the Jews; they put to the cross / The Christ, the
Messiah, who erases our sins . . ."®

All these were open and recognized Jewish communities, to be duly
discussed below. Here we take note of a strange and tragic community of
fate, although it hardly qualifies as a community and was not Jewish.
Yet they were not quite Christians either. These were the New Christians
(nuevos cristianos), the Marranos—literally, pigs—of Spain and Portugal.
Large-scale conversion in Spain began in 1391, and Judaism'’s lawful
existence on the Iberian peninsula ended in 1497. The New Christians’
Christianity was thus not new in 1650. However, the fanatical Catholi-
cism which made Spain and Portugal bastions of religious fervour kept
the descendants of Jewish converts under permanent suspicion of
religious indifference or heresy. A cloud of distrust and social exclusion
hung even over those who were rich or highly placed. The Holy Office
of the Inquisition had the assistance of Old Christian snoopers and
informers, eager to uncover ‘Judaizing’ for the sake of heavenly and
earthly rewards. There was indeed reason to doubt the Christian fidelity
of many a New Christian, even in the face of the Inquisition’s sanctions,
which included confiscations, long imprisonment, and the notorious
public ‘act of faith’ (auto da fe) which meant fiery death at the stake. On
the other hand, a large proportion of the New Christians—one will
never know how many—were passively conforming Catholics, and
some were truly devout. Among the latter were no less than St Teresa de
Jesus of Avila, co-patron saint of Spain and the great religious intellec-
tual Juan Luis Vives. His aunt and cousins went to the stake and his
mother’s remains were exhumed and burned. The devout Vives avoided
the Inquisition’s attention by living abroad. The findings of research

¢ Quoted in Robert Mandrou, Introduction to Modern France, 1500-1640: An Essay in
Historical Psychology (London, 1975), 79.
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constantly lengthen the list of Spanish and Portuguese prelates, scholars,
poets, and statesmen who were wholly or partially of Jewish descent.
Much of Spain’s imperial greatness was built upon the economic,
cultural, and political talents of the descendants of Jews.

Investigating possible Jewish ancestry of Catholic Spaniards and
Portuguese may appear a biographical detail or a racist undertaking.
Long before the Nazi racial mania, however, ‘purity of blood’ (limpieza
de sangre) was of central interest in Spain. Since the ‘taint’ of Jewish
blood could cast discredit upon the loftiest nobles, the government
took steps to suppress genealogical handbooks which exposed Jewish
ancestry. Many New Christians sought certificates from the Inquisition
attesting to their ‘purity of blood’, meaning the absence of recent Jewish
forebears. The Society of Jesus, founded and led by Spaniards, went
further. Ignatius Loyola, the founder, was an Old Christian, but his
successor Diego Lainez and most of the early Jesuit leaders were New
Christians. Yet the Jesuits embraced Spanish racism. Rules passed in
1594 and 1608 excluded candidates who were blemished by ‘notori-
ously dishonourable’ ancestors as far back as five generations. Only the
great-great-grandson of a convert could become a Jesuit. This racist rule,
unparalleled in the history of Christianity, was abandoned only in 1936
when the racial laws of Nazi Germany became an uncomfortable
parallel.

The Hispanist Americo Castro and his disciples hold that self-doubt
and fatalistic resignation (vivir desviviendose) is deeply characteristic of
the Spanish mind and permeates Spanish culture. They argue that this
mood originated in the New Christians’ awareness of the contempt and
exclusion they endured and the insecurity of their existence. Many who
lived in opulence still felt this distrust. Such a status fostered fatalism
and despair, the opposite of the buoyancy and confidence to be expec-
ted of the rulers of a vast new empire. The disdain of proper Spaniards
for the large, talented body of New Christians who constituted Spain’s
mercantile middle class contributed substantially to Spain’s decline, as
Spaniards themselves noticed after 1600.

Marranos constituted an international commercial and financial
bourgeoisie linked by family and religion, including those who returned
to Judaism in safe countries. Family members who remained Christians
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were not excluded, however.” Marranism had inner qualities of its own.
With Judaism prohibited, Marranism meant minimally the denial of
Christianity. Prohibited Judaism and rejected Christianity meant in
several famous cases, as we shall see, the negation by Marrano descen-
dants of all religious orthodoxy. Within Spain, Marranism became more
active during Spain’s dynastic union with Portugal between 1580 and
1640, when Portuguese arrivals revived Spanish Judaizing after a
century of Inquisitorial thoroughness had practically stamped it out.
There were good reasons for the stubbornness of Portuguese Marranism
in particular. While the Spanish Jews’ conversions during the fifteenth
century had been more or less voluntary, the Jews of Portugal, including
thousands who had gone there from Spain in 1492 rather than convert,
were not expelled but forcibly Christianized in 1497. Portugal’s unwill-
ing Christians had been permitted to practise Judaism openly until the
Inquisition began its persecutions in 1534. Thus there were active and
knowledgeable Portuguese crypto-Jews who came to Spain during the
sixty years of dynastic union. One result, put by I. S. Revah, was that
‘Portuguese Marranism came to reawaken popular hostility against all
“New Christians”, and to confine within a veritable “moral ghetto”
Spanish Catholic families which had not known, or could not bring to
be forgotten, their Jewish origins.”® Another French historian, however,
sees not just Judaizing at the root of the Inquisition’s persecutions. He
correlates waves of persecution with the social tensions which accom-
panied economic fluctuations:

This tension normally manifests itself in exasperation at the encounter with
minorities. Now the Inquisitorial tribunal, even more than the police of the
contemporary state, acts on denunciations . . . in a Spanish world purged of
dissidence the Judaizer in Mexico and Madrid plays the indispensable role of
scapegoat, catalyst of the discontents which long-term economic readjust-
ments involve.’

7 1. S. Revah, ‘L’Hérésie Marrane dans I'Europe du 15e au 18e siecle,” in Hérésie et
societés dans I’Europe pré-industrielle, 11e-18e siecles, ed. Jacques Le Goff (Paris, The
Hague, 1968), 327-37.

8 1. S. Revah, ‘Les Marranes’, Revue des études juives, 118 (1959), 40.

¢ Pierre Chaunu, ‘Pour un tableau triste du Méxique au milieu du XVIIe siecle: Le
“Diario” de Gregorio Martin de Guijo’, Annales, (January 1955), 83; also his ‘Inquisition

et vie quotidienne dans I’Amérique espagnole au xviie siécle’, Annales, 11/2 (April-June
1956), 235.



The Heritage of Medieval Judaism | 15

The last great outburst of persecution occurred during the 1680s and
1720s. Later in the eighteenth century, attitudes to Marranos softened
somewhat and the way opened for their gradual assimilation into
Iberian society.!” But the Jewish question haunted the Iberian countries
for centuries after their Jews were expelled.

There were always New Christians like Juan Vives who sought to
escape the oppressive atmosphere in which they lived but had no desire
to return to Judaism. Seventeenth century France received some who
only desired to be Catholics in peace. Of great significance, however,
was the settlement in western Europe of New Christians who returned to
Judaism. The history of the Jewish Diaspora can tell of Jews forced out of
native lands who remained distinct groups within the Jewish commu-
nities of their new countries, long retaining international family ties
and frequently business connections. German Jewish refugees after
1933 provide a recent example, and Spanish including Marrano Jewry
after 1492 is an earlier one.

The New Christians who quit Spain tended to settle in coastal cities
which were centres of international trade. Jews of Spanish and Portu-
guese origin were found in the Mediterranean coastal cities of the
Ottoman empire as well as Venice and Leghorn (Livorno) in Italy, at a
time when English and Dutch merchants in Turkey were overcoming
Venice’s commercial dominance. Dutch and English aggressiveness led
the Atlantic economy, with its Baltic and North Sea arms, in replacing
the ancient centrality of the Mediterranean. As expressed by Ralph
Davis, ‘the old focus of European wealth and mercantile influence was
sinking back into the role of another Baltic, subservient to the require-
ments of the powers bordering the Atlantic Ocean . . ."!! Jews were
prominent in this development. The new Atlantic bases of the ‘Portu-
guese merchants’, as Marranos were euphemistically called, could be
found along its coast in Bayonne, Bordeaux and Rouen in France, in
London and Hamburg, and above all Amsterdam.

New Christians who returned to Judaism had to be careful. In Italy they

10 Revah, ‘Les Marranes’, 40.

11 Ralph Davis, ‘England and the Mediterranean’, in Essays in the Economic and Social
History of Tudor and Stuart England in Honour of R. H. Tawney (Cambridge, 1961), 137;
Robert Mantran, ‘La Navigation vénitienne et ses concurrentes en Mediterranée orient-
ale’, Mediterraneo e Oceano Indiano (Florence, 1970), 374-87.
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could return freely for a while even in the pope’s own city of Rome. Yetin
Ancona, also under the pope, a group of returned Jews went to the stake
during the 1550s as Catholic apostates. Catholic France unofficially
permitted New Christians to settle and become Jews. Similarly, Spain’s
enemy Protestant England allowed a colony of ‘Portuguese merchants’ to
carry on quietly as Jews in Queen Elizabeth I's London. However, their
leader, the queen’s physician Dr Rodrigo Lopez, was put to death in 1594
after entangling himself in dangerous Anglo-Spanish diplomacy. The free
city of Hamburg had a prosperous colony of returned Jews, while
Antwerp in the Spanish Netherlands (today’s Belgium), an important
centre of New Christian Judaization in the sixteenth century, was extin-
guished when it was engulfed by war and Spanish persecutors. The most
extensive return to Judaism came in Amsterdam.!'? Although there have
long been conflicting sources about the origin of Amsterdam Jewry, it
seems clear that New Christian refugees from Antwerp and other refugees
who came directly from Portugal founded by 1600 what became the
greatest Jewish community in the west before 1800. They were attracted
by Holland’s unique combination of toleration for the Jews which was
unofficial from 1595 and official after 1614, its commercial prosperity,
relative breadth of livelihood, and a communal life. Approximately 3,000
Jews, the great majority of them Sefardim, lived in Amsterdam. Free of
Spanish rule after 1609 and independent from 1648, the Dutch republic
received a major migration of New Christians who were leaving persecu-
tion and the economic crash of 1647-53 in Spain. However, their treaty
right to visit Spain for trade as Jews without molestation was little re-
spected.’®* Many who settled in Amsterdam exceeded the city’s capacity
to absorb them economically, and they were encouraged to settle in
Dutch colonies. The Dutch republic reached its greatest days in the
mid-seventeenth century with broad Jewish participation.

12 Miriam Bodian, Hebrews of the Portuguese Nation: Conversos and Community in Early
Modern Amsterdam (Bloomington, Ind., 1997).

13 Jonathan Israel, ‘Spain and the Dutch Sephardim, 1609-1660’, Studia Rosen-
thaliana, 12 (1978), 42 ff.; idem, The Dutch Republic and the Hispanic World 1606-1661
(Oxford, 1982), 47, 126, 135, 141, 146-7, 423-5; idem, ‘Menasseh ben Israel and the
Dutch Sephardic Colonization Movement’, in Yosef Kaplan et al. (eds.), Menasseh ben Is-
rael and his World (Leiden, 1989), 139-63.
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We see that out of the extinct Jewish communities of Spain and
Portugal new Jewish communities in France, England, and Holland
came into existence. On the other hand, the number of New Christians
in Germany outside Hamburg was negligible. In Poland they played
some role only in the town of Zamosc, and as a handful of courtier-
diplomats in the sixteenth century. On the other hand, ancient Jewish
communities within the Ottoman empire, including Palestine, were
augmented and invigorated.

The Jews of Italy’s history reached back to Roman times, and
embraced distinct cultural traditions and religious customs. Italian
Jewry was never numerous, especially after the disastrous plague of
1630. Rabbi Simone Luzzatto of Venice, whose Italian Discourse on
the Jews of Venice of 1638 is a forerunner of the sociology of the Jews,
estimated 5,000 in his city, 4,500 in Rome, and 25,000 in all of Italy. By
the mid-seventeenth century, however, Italian Renaissance magnifi-
cence was past and so also the Jews’ significant if not outstanding role in
it. The population and economy of the Italian peninsula were contract-
ing, and regimes loyal to the Catholic Counter-Reformation took con-
trol. The papacy led the way. It had protected the Jews for a millennium,
but turned against them from the 1550s with a series of drastic restric-
tions intended to show the proper way for Catholic rulers to treat them.
By 1650 Roman Jewry was crowded into a plaguey ghetto, its livelihoods
limited to handicrafts, second-hand clothing, and moneylending. One
widely copied innovation was the ghetto, a term probably coming from
Venice during the 1550s. A century of pressure by the papacy brought
about the establishment of ghettos throughout Italy, into which not
only the local Jews but also those from countryside villages were herded.
Jewish communities in city-states of northern Italy such as Venice,
Florence, Mantua, and Padua existed on the basis of contracts drawn for
a fixed period. When they came up for renewal the contracts included
the ghetto requirement. The intellectual and social freedom of Renais-
sance times was gone as the Jews were confined within walled quarters
where they remained until the French revolutionary era. Hebrew books
were subjected to censorship and Roman Jews had to appear regularly in
church in order to hear missionary harangues against Judaism. Yet
poetry, biblical study, and historiography, as well as mysticism and
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rabbinic learning, persisted among Italian Jews notwithstanding their
lowered intellectual élan. Some young men still pursued medical studies
at the University of Padua, joined there by a few Polish Jews.

North of Italy, the Protestant Reformation and the Thirty Years War
passed through Germany when few Jews lived there. In the middle of
the seventeenth century Jews lived mainly in the Rhine valley and
Bavaria. Those in the Holy Roman Empire were, in a much misunder-
stood term, servants of the emperor’s chamber (servi camerae). Far from
meaning servitude or slavery, it meant that they were subject to the
emperor as their ruler and judge. Their taxes also went to him, in return
for imperial protection. Inevitably the emperor’s overlordship stirred
jurisdictional conflict with local rulers. By the seventeenth century the
authority of the emperor as well as his protection of the Jews were only
a myth. The Habsburg emperors concentrated on extending their
personal rule over Austria and Bohemia and lands which they were
wresting from Ottoman rule. They and many territorial magnates in
their realm saw the advantage of allowing a limited number of Jews to
settle in their lands to expand commerce and credit. New Jewish
communities such as Ofen (later Budapest), Eisenstadt, and Pressburg
(Bratislava) owe their beginnings to the ambition to enlarge and fortify
their domains. Prague and Vienna exemplified the Jews’ opportunities
and insecurities. During the Middle Ages both had seen massacres
and expulsion and then return. Viennese Jewry, not yet numerous but
beginning to be influential at the Imperial court, had a relatively
spacious quarter of its own, while Prague Jewry, which already existed
during the First Crusade in 1096, succeeded in maintaining neutrality
during the wars of religion and emerged unscathed. Yet it too was regu-
larly threatened with expulsion.

Outside the Imperial domains, each ruler decided whether or not to
admit Jews, and if so how many and on what terms. No Jews were yet
permitted in the duchy of Brandenburg, soon to become Prussia. Most
lived in the old Rhenish towns of Worms, Mainz, and Trier and espe-
cially Frankfurt am Main. Ruled by emperors, dukes and bishops, and
municipal oligarchies, perhaps 100,000 Jews dwelt in German lands
around 1650.

Poland was the centre of Ashkenazic Jewry. Polish Jewry’s early
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medieval origins are shrouded in legend, but it is probable that some
Jews migrated to Poland from Byzantine and Muslim lands. It is even
possible that Jewish survivors of the Khazar kingdom near the Caspian
Sea made their way to Poland after that kingdom'’s destruction during
the thirteenth century Mongol invasions. But it was Jews from Germany
and Bohemia continuously moving into Poland from the time of the
Black Death until the seventeenth century who gave Polish Jewry its
enduring character. Thanks to this immigration from the west and rapid
natural increase, mid-seventeenth century Polish Jewry on the eve of its
time of troubles was about four times as numerous as all of Jewry in the
rest of Christian Europe.

Like the other classes of the Polish realm the Jews lived under a regime
of charters and privileges, but one far more generous than those of
Germany and Italy. The charters which the Polish monarchs or local
rulers granted to individual Jewish communities did not vary much
from each other. Jews could live where they wished, enjoy legal and
communal autonomy, and make a living as they pleased. The great
majority of Polish Jews lived in towns and villages owned and ruled by
magnates, in a country without large towns whose inhabitants were
mainly peasants. Jews constituted half or more of the urban population.
Like other social and cultural groups, they tended to live in their own
quarters, but there was no compulsory ghetto in Poland. City people
strongly opposed Jewish charters, and some could purchase charters
of their own permitting them ‘not to tolerate Jews’ (de non tolerandis
judaeis) in their midst. The charters could be local, regional, or country-
wide. Some individuals also possessed charters. The privileges granted
by kings in the charters they gave became useless as royal power
declined. Few of the charters which nobles granted were presented any
more to the monarch for ratification. All charters had to be saved care-
fully since there was no other proof that they existed.!* The numerous
clauses in the Polish Jewish charters and popular literature of the time
dealing with the sensitive subject of pawning and moneylending have
fostered the false notion of a community of moneylenders. Jewish

14 Jacob Goldberg, The Jewish Society in the Polish Commonwealth (in Hebrew; English

title), 90-125; an abridged translation is in The Jews in Poland, ed. A. Polonsky (Oxford,
1986), 31-54.
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moneylenders functioned, but credit extended by Jewish merchants was
a more frequent method of lending.

Commerce was the livelihood of most Polish Jews. Its scope ranged
from international trade, especially the export of grain and raw materi-
als from the large noble estates which were leased to Jews, down to retail
shopkeeping. As Poland turned into a source of grain and timber and
a market for western Europe’s products, Polish cities stagnated and
declined. Jews were drawn in growing numbers to countryside occupa-
tions as managers of nobles’ estates, concessionaires of their liquor
monopoly, and lessees of tolls and taxes. Urban Jewish craftsmen worked
mainly in foodstuffs and garments and in furs and silver. Scholars have
found Jews practising more than twenty trades in several towns, and in
the important city of Lwow (Lemberg) no fewer than thirty-two trades
had Jewish practitioners. In many communities there were Jewish
guilds. One also finds a Jewish physician, engineer, or other profes-
sional, while paramedical barbers were quite common.

Polish Jewish population increased with Poland’s size. Its tolerant
rule of the Baltic lands was contested at various times by intolerant
Muscovy, and Sweden. With the Baltic Protestant churches also
opposed to Jewish settlement, Jews in Baltic lands were very few. In the
vast Ukraine, however, Jews settled and spread far. S. Ettinger has found
that in this fertile, little inhabited territory the number of known Jewish
communities rose between 1569 and 1648 from 24 to 114, and there
may have been others unrecorded. The size of individual communities
also increased.

Poland had been the home of many Protestant sects, including even
Socinians (Unitarians in the west). However, once the Renaissance and
Reformation spent their force in Poland by the beginning of the seven-
teenth century, strong Catholic pressure was exerted against the sects.
Jews played almost no role in the Polish Renaissance and it did not have
any effect in broadening Jewish intellectual horizons. Despite its pro-
nouncedly Christian character the Polish Renaissance showed little
interest in Hebrew studies, and consequently Jews did not become
teachers of Hebrew to scholarly Christians. Nor did any of the belea-
guered Christian sects seek even an unofficial alliance with the Jews
against overweening Catholic power. The gulf between Judaism and
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liberal Christianity was too wide even for such a brief, opportunistic
connection. Catholic anti-Jewish agitation from the 1580s found
support particularly among the Jews’ urban competitors. Still, these
seemed no more than annoyances. Compared with the rest of European
Jewry only Polish Jewry possessed both large numbers and substantial
freedom.

Humanism and Orthodoxy

Medieval Jewry bequeathed poetry, philosophy, science, ethical and
sermonic literature, law codes, commentaries on Bible and Talmud, and
linguistic studies, as well as popular vernacular literature. However,
little of this was remembered in the mid-seventeenth century. Iberian
Jewry was no more and oriental Jewry, which inherited some of the
Iberian legacy, was unable to add much besides mysticism and liturgical
poetry. Italian Jewry retained some of the Spanish spirit of poetry and
linguistics. Thus we know of Mantua Jewry’s theatrical troupe, which
performed the first known Hebrew play. Some of the Spanish heritage
remained vital among the Sefardic Jews of Amsterdam, where there
was a cultivated group of philosophers, poets, writers, and physicians.
Amsterdam was one of the few places where scientific interests were
cultivated, mainly among Marrano intellectuals. Physicians, mainly
graduates of Padua University, and a rare traditional Jew also displayed
interest in science.!s

Notwithstanding such humanistic interests Amsterdam Jewry and
other centres of former New Christians demanded of their members
religious conformity. Many Amsterdam Jews had once practised Judaism
furtively at mortal peril and, like former New Christians elsewhere, they
now wanted to adhere fully to Judaism as expounded and codified by
rabbinic authorities. Besides, they believed that their continued enjoy-
ment of religious tolerance in Holland demanded circumspection and
the avoidance of anti-religious heresy. Discussing religion with outsiders
was therefore forbidden, conversion of native Christians obviously so,

15 David B. Ruderman, Jewish Thought and Scientific Discovery in Early Modern Europe
(New Haven, 1995), esp. 11-13.
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and no book could be published without the sanction of communal
authorities. Questioning and dissent from normative Jewish faith and
practice was put down by the community.’®* Was there a trace of the
Inquisitorial past in the sternness with which these and other rules were
enforced? Yet not every Jew submitted to this discipline. To be sure,
most New Christians who became Jews did become adherents of
rabbinic Judaism, Orthodox Jews in later terminology. Isaac Cardoso
abandoned a fine career as a medical professor close to the Spanish royal
court to become a Jew in Verona and the author of Jewish apologetics in
Spanish. His brother Abraham also re-entered Judaism, but became the
leading theologian of heretical Sabbatian messianism. There were also
New Christians who came to Holland and France in order to be simply
Christians relieved of the harassment and suspicion they underwent
in Spain. They detested Judaism and some were willing to inform on
conversos they had known."’

Among returned Jews there were also sceptics and rationalists who,
after rejecting Catholicism, found Judaism not what they had imagined
it to be from furtive Bible reading in Spain. Some of them sought the
believable elements held in common by all religions. Early studies by
C. Gebhardt and recent penetrating investigations by I. S. Revah have
revealed a circle of Jewish deists and pantheists in mid-seventeenth
century Amsterdam, negators of all positive religions. As we shall see, it
was out of this background that Spinoza emerged.

There was bound to exist in Jewish life a gulf between adjustment to
earthly realities and faith in redemption by Divine intervention. Faith
in the advent of a redeemer was very vigorous in the seventeenth
century, and not only among Jews. Persecution did not always rouse
messianic expectations, nor did wealth and security necessarily dull
them. After the great trauma of the expulsion from Spain, Sefardic Jewry
had an activist messianism which demanded human effort to ‘compel’
the advent, unlike the relative passivity of the Ashkenazim. Sefardic
messianism included a quest for personal redemption, especially by

16 1. S. Revah, Spinoza et le Dr. Juan de Prado (Paris, The Hague, 1959); idem, ‘Aux
origines de la rupture Spinozienne: nouveaux documents’, Revue des études juives, 123
(1964), 359-431 add important material on the heretical atmosphere among Amster-
dam Marranos. 17 J. Israel, ‘Spain and the Dutch Sephardim’, 7 ff.
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many who thirsted for it while they had to pretend they were Christians.
The messiah would thus bring both personal and national redemption.
During the sixteenth century, mysticism (kabbalah) began to play a
major role as a doctrine which concentrated on the transcendental
meaning of the coming of the messiah. By the middle of the seven-
teenth century this messianic kabbalism, which had started in the
Galilean town of Safed one hundred years earlier, combined messianic
passion with the contemplation of redemption’s transcendental mean-
ing. The combination was to explode a few years afterwards.

Modern Age Beginning

When the modern era in Jewish history began has been keenly debated
for more than a century.!® Neither in Jewish nor in general history do
modern times, however they are defined, begin everywhere simul-
taneously. In Jewish life they arrived in regions such as western Europe
centuries before their arrival in regions such as Yemen. Modern times are
thus not defined by a date but by the appearance of certain new charac-
teristics of individual and communal Jewish life. It is up to the historian
to select those he or she considers the most important and begin modern
Jewish history from their appearance. On the other hand some phenom-
ena which appeared after the accepted onset of modern times reflect
medieval ways and beliefs. For example, Sabbatianism began in 1665 and
endured in various guises over 150 years, while Hasidism began during
the 1750s and remains active to the present day. Neither bore the stamp
of modernity even though they sounded some modern echoes.

What, then, are modern characteristics? This has been the real focus
of the debate, and the answers given by historians reflect their scholarly
and sometimes their personal outlooks.! Emancipation and liberalism,

18 A brief, cogent statement is Michael A. Meyer, ‘Where Does the Modern Period in
Jewish History Begin?’, Judaism, 24/3 (summer 1975), 329-38.

19 This is conspicuous in the historian and theorist of Jewish autonomism Simon
Dubnow, whose chronology of modern Jewish history is put mainly in terms of the
loss of Jewish communal autonomy. See especially the introduction to his multi-

volume world Jewish history, ‘The Sociological View of Jewish History’, in Nationalism
and History, ed. Koppel S. Pinson (Philadelphia, 1958), 336-53.
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Zionism and mass migration, science, capitalism, and population
increase have all been brought into play to identify what is modern in
the era of modern Jewish history.

Of the dates which have been proposed as the turning-point to
modern times the earliest is 1492, the year of the expulsion from Spain
and the discovery of America. However, the expulsion was but the last
and greatest in a long series of medieval expulsions and America hardly
figured in Jewish history before the seventeenth century when we
exclude New Christians who sought to practise Judaism more safely in the
remote Spanish territories. A British Jewish scholar has argued that the
critical period is 1570-1620, when the prolonged Catholic-Protestant
struggle stimulated a new, sceptical attitude towards religious and tradi-
tional controls. These were also the years of ‘the beginning of Jewish
re-entry into the mainstream of western civilization’.?’ This suggestive
view of modern times rests on too few phenomena in too few places and
is based on interpretations which are quite speculative. The philosopher
of Jewish history Nachman Krochmal of Galicia, who died in 1840, found
the end of a long cycle of decline in 1648, implying that a new and better
era began then.?! The year 1700 was proposed by a fervently Zionist
historian as the year when aliyah, in his view the key to modern Jewish
history, began. But the episode he cited was almost derisory, and his
interpretation was idiosyncratic.??> The modernization of Judaism by
means of the Haskalah (Jewish Enlightenment) movement from about
1750, together with the French Revolution from 1789, have often been
proposed, beginning with Heinrich Graetz, the greatest Jewish historian
of the nineteenth century.? However, the process of modernizing change

20 Jonathan I. Israel, European Jewry in the Age of Mercantilism, 1550-1750 (Oxford,
1985), 1-2, 35-52.

2L To be sure, he dismisses this in two sentences in his otherwise profound analysis.
The Writings of Nachman Krochmal, ed. S. Rawidowicz (2nd edn., London, 1961), 112.

22 B. Dinur, ‘The Modern Period in Jewish History’, Be-Mifneh ha-Dorot (Jerusalem,
1955), 26-9; translated in Israel and the Diaspora (Philadelphia, 1969). Dinur cites the
aliya of a group led by Judah the Hasid. But they had Sabbatian purposes, Judah the
Hasid died within a week of arrival, and the group dispersed.

2 Heinrich Graetz, Geschichte der Juden: Von Beginn der Mendelssohnchen Zeit (1750) bis
in die neueste Zeit (1848) (Leipzig, n.d. [c.1900]), to whom this is the fourth era of Jewish
history, ‘The Time of Awakening Self-Consciousness’.
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began before the French Revolution, and the legal emancipation which
the revolution brought was preceded by economic and intellectual eman-
cipation. Moreover, how exaggerated were the hopes placed in emanci-
pation has long been realized. The contemporary historian Jacob Katz
claims that modern Jewish history begins with a change in Jews’ self-
consciousness about the meaning of their communal and social exis-
tence. He places this specifically in Berlin between 1750 and 1775, before
the French Revolution, in Moses Mendelssohn’s time and place. To be
sure, Berlin Jewry itself remained for decades longer a traditional Jewish
community.?* Can the subjective experiences of very few people provide
the turning-point of an age? Is modern Jewish history the product of
inner experiences or of changes in objective circumstances?

Since there still must be some starting-point the most cogent one for
modern Jewish history appears to be not in the eighteenth century but
about 1650.2° Then, a new secular view of the Jews began to be ex-
pressed. In the advanced societies of Holland and England Jews could
live in relative freedom while capitalism provided the basis for their
almost unfettered economic activity. Around 1650 western Europe and
remote America were opening up to Jewish settlement, while east
European Jewry’s troubles were beginning—all characteristic of modern
times. The Jewish community as a traditional society was visibly declin-
ing especially in western countries, to which Jews were beginning to
emigrate from eastern Europe. All these were to become central themes
during coming generations, and we therefore set the beginnings of
modern Jewish history about 1650.

24 Jacob Katz, Massoret u-Mashber (Tradition and Crisis) (Jerusalem, 1958), 247-70,
284-305; Out of the Ghetto: The Social Background of Jewish Emancipation (Cambridge,
Mass., 1973), 46-59.

25 This is presented tersely in Salo W. Baron, A Social and Religious History of the Jews,
xi (New York, 1965), preface. It appears implicit in the periodization employed in the
collective work of Hebrew University historians, H. H. Ben-Sasson (ed.), A History of the
Jewish People (Cambridge, Mass., 1976), esp. in the opening sections on ‘The Modern
Period’ by S. Ettinger (pp. 727-50).
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Glimmerings of a New Age

Jewish communities felt deep kinship despite cultural differences, lin-
guistic barriers, and the slowness and dangers of travel. In the absence
of today’s instant communication and secular organizations, the bond
existed thanks to the belief which overrode every external difference,
that the Jews were God’s unique people with a common religion and
destiny. Unless someone had migrated from there, he or she would have
known little about Jewish communities even in nearby lands. Collective
action was a matter for emergencies such as danger to physical security
or wars. Yet the differences among communities were extensive. Before
the nineteenth century the greatest line of difference could be found
north and south of a line drawn approximately along the lower Loire
river, the Alps, and the Danube. To its south, the heritage of medieval
Spanish, Italian, and oriental Jewry was still reflected in interest in the
general culture and in a diversified Jewish culture. A Venetian Jew had
to dwell in the ghetto, a term which itself originated in Venice, but his
language was Italian and he might be interested in music and art. The
culture of Jews of Spanish descent in the Ottoman empire remained
Spanish, and their language was Judaeo-Spanish, known as Ladino. The
character of their culture went together with relatively easy-going reli-
gious practice, especially when compared with the stringent ways of
northern and east European Jews. Africa and the Middle East including
Palestine constituted another sphere south of the north-south divide.
Ordinary Jews everywhere shared religious faith but the cultural divide,
which included many differences in religious practice, made communi-
cation difficult when they met.

Ashkenazic Jewry’s cultural interests, in contrast, centred almost ex-
clusively on Talmud and related juridical and ethical studies. A mild
earlier interest in secular and humanistic studies had been abandoned.
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A specimen of this disappearing type was R. Manoah Hanokh ben
Shmaryah (d. 1611) of Lemberg, who combined halakhic learning with
commentaries on the Bible and medieval Hebrew scientific works. By the
1620s, however, the wandering Hebraic humanist Yosef Shlomo Del-
medigo of Candia was denouncing Polish Jewry’s new, exclusive con-
centration on rabbinic studies.! Kabbalah and mystical religion came
to permeate their religious and intellectual life. No longer only a theos-
ophy for the spiritual €lite, mystical religion now concentrated on no
less ‘practical’ an object than the final redemption of the Jews. The
world-wide scope of the Sabbetai Zvi messianic explosion of 1666-7, to
be discussed below, shows how deeply mystical theories of redemption
had penetrated seventeenth-century Judaism.

The Distress of Polish Jewry

The combined kingdom of Poland and Lithuania made an imposing
presence on the map of 1648. Extending south from the Baltic to the
Black Sea and from the Oder to the Dnieper rivers, the realm was flat, fer-
tile, and without defensible natural borders. Since the Middle Ages a
land of refuge for Jews from western Europe, during the 1630s Poland
received refugees from the Thirty Years War. Its manifold inner weak-
nesses brought twenty years of war, plague, and devastation to the
Polish-Lithuanian kingdom starting in 1648 from which it never fully
recovered. Jews, intimately tied to Polish-Lithuanian political and eco-
nomic life, were affected by these developments, which set Jewish life in
eastern Europe on a prolonged downward course.

The Ukraine was the unstable frontier region of the Polish-Ukrainian
realm. From 1569, the burdens of Polish servility were fastened upon the
hitherto free Ukrainian peasants, and a system of taxes and fees was im-
posed on them. Weddings, baptisms, and even the use of their churches
were subjected to taxation. Jews made money as estate administrators
and lessees of mills, distilleries, fishponds, orchards, toll stations, and
even entire towns. They served Polish landlords and even Polish Catholic

1 S. Buber, Anshey Shem [on Lemberg Jewry] (repr. Israel, 1968), 71-2; Yashar, Mazref
le-Hokhmah (Odessa, 1865), 59-60, Ma‘ayan Ganim (Odessa, 1865) 128-32.
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priests, but Jews were included in the hatred felt by Ukrainians towards
these masters. The state of affairs which existed on the eve of 1648 has
been summarized by Salo W. Baron:

The geographic, numerical, and economic expansion of Polish and Lithuanian
Jewry before 1648 often blinded the Jewish leaders, as well as the masses, to the
instability inherent in the Jewish position in a society which favored the small
minority of nobles and clergy, excluding the vast majority of burghers and
peasants, along with the numerous other ethnic minorities. Jews and other
ethnic groups owed their relative well-being to the protection extended them
by kings, whose power was constantly declining. Protection by the aristocracy,
on the other hand, depended entirely on the exigencies of the moment and
the profitability to the magnates of maintaining the Jews. To increase that
profitability Jews, like the lower gentry in the great landlords’ service, often
had to tighten the screws on the subject population, in order to obtain the
greatest revenue possible for both the masters and themselves.?

The death of King Ladislas IV in 1648 and the interregnum until the
Polish nobility elected his successor were the point when the Ukrainian
uprising against the oppressive regime broke out under Cossack leader-
ship. Ethnically linked to the Ukrainians, the freebooting Cossacks sup-
posedly protected the Ukrainian borders against the Tatars. In 1648,
however, Cossacks, Ukrainians, and Tatars joined forces under Bohdan
Chmielnicki. They ravaged the Ukraine and south-eastern Poland, while
the Tatar allies’ main interest was plunder and captives for the slave
market.

As the Shavuot (Pentecost) holiday approached in June 1648 terrified
Jewish refugees from the countryside, bearing tales of carnage and mur-
der of Jews and Polish Catholic landlords and priests, sought the shelter
of fortified cities. Killing in that pre-technological era was not yet mech-
anized but savage—disembowelling, impaling, roasting on spits. Many
Jews fled to the Tatar camp, preferring the perils of captivity with the
chance of ransom by fellow Jews to the probability of a barbarous death.
A chronicle written shortly after the event tells what transpired in the

2 Salo W. Baron, A Social and Religious History of the Jews, 2nd edn., xvi (New York,
1976[?]), 216-17.
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fortress city of Nemerov, crowded with Jews and Poles who came there
for safety.

This region did not know yet of the king’s death, and so they still hoped God
would send the king and his hosts to their aid. Later, when they heard [of his
death] they mourned deeply and wept in supplication . . . But when the Cos-
sacks heard of the king’s death they rejoiced heartily. Then fear and trembling
fell upon the Poles, traffic ceased and roads were abandoned . . . About fifty
Cossacks came to Nemerov deceitfully and sounded horns and bugles. The
people all noticed the sounds; it seemed as though the Poles were coming
jubilantly with cavalry. [This was done] so that the gates of the fort should be
unlocked. The satanic deed succeeded . . . They killed about six thousand people
in the city . . . several hundred were drowned or put to death in agony.

Tolchin, besieged by Chmielnicki’s men, saved itself by delivering its
Jews for slaughter. As the Cossacks divided into a westbound column
heading for Lwow and other Galician cities and another moving north
towards Lithuania, Jews fled deeper into Poland.

Lwow and many other fortified cities kept faith with the Jews and did
notyield them up. Butin some places, such as Pinsk, the Jews were turned
over to be killed or robbed in order to buy safety for the others. They
shared in the armed defence of some cities and paid heavily to buy off the
attackers when that was possible. Group martyrdom, a conception nearly
unknown among Polish Jews, first appeared at this time. Conscious
martyrdom (Kiddush ha-Shem, sanctification of the Divine Name) has a
complex history, and in Europe it probably first appeared in Rhenish
communities somewhat before the First Crusade in 1096. The concept
coursed through medieval France, Germany, and Austria as individuals
and entire communities immolated themselves rather than accept
apostasy. Kiddush ha-Shem reached a climax during the massacres which
followed the Black Death of 1348-9, which were commemorated in the
liturgy and by chroniclers. On the Ukrainian frontier before 1648-9,
however, Jews were accustomed not to martyrdom but to self-defence.
But now, the chronicle of Nemerov reports the tone of martyrdom:

In the synagogue, where the children of Israel’s prayers were as the sacrifice
of animals in the Holy Temple, the singers and cantor and beadles were
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slaughtered with knives, sacrificing themselves like rams and lambs and goats.
May the fragrance of their sacrifice ascend to the Dweller on High . . . Then
[Cossacks] destroyed the Lesser Temple [the synagogue].?

The chroniclers relate that as the Jews who had been ejected from the
fortresses of Tolchin and Gomel awaited their fate, religious leaders
exhorted them to embrace martyrdom as their ancestors had. Glossed
over by the chroniclers, there were Jews who turned Christian to save
their lives and usually returned to Judaism when they safely could. How-
ever, it is by no means clear that the Jewish victims of 1648 were even
given the choice of conversion. Many twentieth-century Jews regard
martyrdom with feelings ranging from scepticism to scorn. Influenced
by the extremes of the Holocaust during the Second World War and the
defence of Israel, they feel that only forcible resistance and aggressive
defence merit respect. During the Deluge of 1648-60 Polish Jewry, faced
by enemies capable of overwhelming the Polish army, employed the
options of desperation: flight, participation in armed resistance where
there was any, seeking capture by Tatars instead of slaughter by Cos-
sacks and Ukrainians, and for some, conversion in the hope of a later
return to Judaism. When all else was impossible, martyrdom meant death
in faith and inner dignity.

Perhaps 30,000 Jews died during the spring and summer of 1648. Little
is known about captives whom the Tatars brought to the slave market in
Salonika and Constantinople, but it is related that funds were raised in
many Jewish communities to assist in buying and freeing them.*

Chmielnicki was about to continue his onslaught but instead he
heeded the demand of Poland’s new king Jan Casimir to negotiate.
When nothing came of the Cossack hetman’s demand for Ukrainian
autonomy, in 1651 he resumed the war. When the Polish army deci-
sively defeated him, Chmielnicki had to sign an agreement which
included an affirmation of the Jews’ right to continue their functions for
the Polish ruling nobility. Then and for years to come, such clauses
meant little because the Jews had fled the Ukrainian regions for older,

3 Megillat Eyfah, in Y. Halpern (ed)., Beit Yirael be-Polin (Jerusalem, 1954), ii. 252.
4 Israel Halpern, ‘Captivity and Redemption in the Ukraine and Lithuania, 1648-
1660’ (Hebrew), in Yehudim ve-Yahadut be-Mizrah Ayropah (Jerusalem, 1969), 212-49.
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safer parts of Poland and stayed out of the Ukraine. Chmielnicki returned
to the attack and also made the fateful decision to become a Muscovite
instead of a Polish vassal, thus involving the Russian state in the uprising
and the affairs of Poland. The army of Muscovy, where Jews were not
allowed to settle, invaded Poland in 1654, recaptured the once Russian
cities of Smolensk, Vitebsk, and Mohilev and slaughtered the Jews they
found there. In 1655 a Russian army advanced northwards towards
Vilna but joined up instead with Chmielnicki’s Cossacks and marched
southwards towards Lwow and Lublin.

As in 1648, Lwow with its cosmopolitan merchant population pro-
tected the Jews, who again paid heavily to buy off the invader. Lublin,
however, submitted and dragged its Jews by force into the Russian camp.
At that fearful moment the Lublin Jews’ lives were spared, but many
died anyhow or were sold into captivity while their quarter was looted
and put to the torch.

Rabbi Moses Rivkes (1621-62), a young Talmud scholar, describes the
scene of terror in the introduction to his commentary on the Shulhan
Arukh:

When the enemy approached Vilna on Wednesday, 23 Tammuz, 5615 [= 1655]
almost the entire community fled as one man for their lives. Those who pre-
pared horses and wagons for themselves left loaded with their wives, sons and
daughters, and a bit of their belongings. Those who did not prepare went on
foot with what they had, and their young children on their shoulders. By
God'’s mercy I happened to meet an official’s aide with his country wagon, and
I sent away my family on it . . . I remained there alone because I did not yet
believe the danger. Towards evening I became very frightened, and the next
morning, 24 Tammuz, I set out with a staff in my right hand, holding my
phylactery bag, and with a book of penitences in my left hand.

Filled with melancholy over the fine home and library he had aban-
doned, Rivkes caught up with the columns of terrified, weeping refug-
ees. As they approached the Prussian frontier they were accosted by
Swedish troops who seized what little remained to them. At last Rivkes
and some of his family ‘embarked on a ship across the high seas, and
we sailed towards Amsterdam’. They and later Polish refugees by ship
were received kindly. Vilna, like many other Lithuanian towns, was
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destroyed by a fire in which hundreds of Jews lost their lives, and others
were killed. The tsar complied with the Christian burghers’ request
and compelled the Jews to resettle across the Niemen river, where they
remained until the Poles returned in 1661 and the Jewish community of
Vilna could begin its rehabilitation.

As mentioned above, the Swedes also invaded Poland in the summer
of 1655, capturing and looting city after city and their Jews. There were
no Jews in Sweden, but those in Poland were treated no worse and in
some places better by the Swedes than the rest of the population. In the
words of a chronicler:

First, the king of Sweden came to the holy community of Posen, city and
mother in Israel. Two thousand family heads lived there, and the Swedes dealt
kindly with the Jews. But most died of hunger and plague, and only three
hundred survived. Then they went on and captured Krotoschin. There were
four hundred family heads there and only fifty survived, for the remainder
perished by famine and sword. From there he went to the holy community of
Lissa where there were four hundred very rich heads of family; everything was
devastated and only one hundred survived, who fled to Germany.

Worst of all came to pass in the medieval capital of Cracow, home to
Poland’s foremost Jewish community. The Swedish siege destroyed the
Jewish quarter, and many Jews fled to Bohemia and Moravia. The
Swedes conquered the city, but not before the retreating Polish army
found and stole the wealth which many Jews had hidden within the
fortified city. Although clergy, municipal councillors, and nobles besides
Jews collaborated with the Swedes, it was the Jews who were held respon-
sible for Cracow’s misery when the Swedes withdrew before the Russian
advance. The war came to be perceived as the struggle of Polish Catholic-
ism against Swedish Protestantism, with Jews in treacherous league
against the religion of Poland. The Jews suffered severely from Czar-
niecki’s anti-Swedish irregulars, who wreaked numerous massacres on
them in 1656-57.

Peace came to Poland’s ravaged west and south in 1661, but not
before 1667 with Muscovy in the east, after it took all the lands east
of the Dnieper. What remained of Poland-Lithuania had undergone
immense devastation and even by the end of the eighteenth century the
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country had not reached its production of the sixteenth century. A Polish
historian has estimated that the country’s population was reduced by
half. In the central province of Mazovia it dropped by 64 per cent; 85 per
cent of the land was untilled and 35 per cent of all towns were razed to
the ground.® The Jews were thus fortunate when they lost ‘only’ an
estimated 20 per cent of their 450,000 people. By no means did wars end
in 1667; in the sixty-eight years between 1648 and 1716 Poland was at
war for fifty-five years. An unknown number of Jews fled the country,
mainly to German and Habsburg lands to the west.

The experiences of a certain Rabbi Jacob, described in his sermon
which he published in Venice in 1662,° sketch what Polish Jews under-
went. Like many others, he fled his native Tomashev to ‘safety’ in the
fortress city of Nemerov:

When I was in Poland, the land of persecution, during the severe, eerie travails
of 1648, a consuming fire broke out in the community of Nemerov. The
[Ukrainian] enemy, a cruel nation, overcame us . . . My light turned to darkness
when they killed my wife and three children. I wandered about until 1655,
when many old and new troubles stirred up . . . I was taken captive with my
[second?] wife and child to a cruel nation, to a man without compassion for
old or young . . . I was beaten and bitterly tormented.

Rabbi Jacob vowed that if he were liberated he would settle in the Holy
Land. Other authors also wrote of their sufferings and losses and dis-
placement during those years.

The fortunes of four major Jewish communities exemplify the religious
fanaticism and the terror and bewilderment which were the bequest of
the years of the Deluge. All the communities were in old, once prosper-
ous but now decaying cities as Polish trade and industry declined.
Acutely conscious of their decline, the cities pressed harder to maintain
their monopolies and to exclude Jews, and were willing to pay well for
the privilege ‘not to tolerate Jews’ (de non tolerandis judaeis) in their
midst. Jews of course would pay well to counter such demands. Hardly

5 Jerzy Topolski, ‘Economic Decline in Poland from the Sixteenth to the Eighteenth
Centuries’, in Peter Earle (ed.), Essays in European Economic History (Oxford, 1974), 127-42.

¢ Jacob ben Shimon, Ohel Ya’akov (Venice, 1662). Nothing further is known of the
man.
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had the Swedes quit Cracow in 1660 when an anti-Jewish riot after a
religious procession had to be suppressed. It was the doing of autono-
mously governed, frequently riotous university students. In 1662 the
accused in a blood libel went free, but next year Dr Matthew Calahora,
of a leading family that came from Italy, was barbarously put to death
for supposedly writing anti-Christian blasphemy which was ‘found’ on
the altar of a church. Riots followed, as they did in 1664 with the arrival
of rioters from Lwow. Belated news of Sabbetai Zvi’s conversion to Islam
stirred a disturbance in 1670. The aftermath of an epidemic which took
the lives of 21,500 Christians and 1,100 Jews was marked by the largest
disturbance of all, again led by students. Lwow Jewry underwent attacks
in 1664, 1672, 16935, and 1704. In Lublin, the burghers whom the Swedes
compelled to admit the Jews to the city proper after their quarter was
destroyed, secured royal decrees in 1677 to keep Jewish business out of
their city. They finally expelled the Jews from Lublin proper in 1761.
Posen suffered severely during the Polish-Swedish war of 1698 and was
devastated in 1716. The Posen Jewish community urged its members to
build houses on the ruins of what had been a congested Jewish quarter.
For the smaller community of Opatow in the Cracow region, Hundert
has enumerated a series of accusations against Jews between 1650 and
1720. They included Host desecration and ritualized insults to Christ-
ianity. The Jews emerged from these episodes without fatal results but
scathed and out of pocket.’

On the other hand, what happened in Pinsk in White Russia, a com-
munity investigated by M. Nadav,® shows that its Jews’ relative position
under the protection of Polish rulers actually improved. In contrast
to Christian inhabitants who remained in Pinsk, the Jews fled en
masse from two of the city’s three foreign occupations, saving their lives
and much of their possessions. They were then able to expand their
businesses, but the antagonism of the Christian townsmen increased
sharply.

7 Gershon David Hundert, The Jews in a Polish Private Town: The Case of Opatow in the
Eighteenth Century (Baltimore and London, 1992), 40-2.

8 Pinsk: Sefer Edut ve-Zikkaron . . . 15061941, i. Kerakh Histori, ed. M. Nadav, 17-50;
‘The Jewish Community of Pinsk from the Khmelnitsky Massacres to the Peace of
Andruszow’ (Hebrew) Zion, 31 (1966), 153-96.
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The hatred for the Jews which coincided with the disasters of the
Polish commonwealth somewhat resembles the hysteria of the assault
on the Jews after the Black Death catastrophe of 1348-9. In both cases,
there was a search for a scapegoat and the purging upon it of primitive
fears. However, Polish Jewry was quite affluent and numerous and was
needed, particularly by the nearly omnipotent nobility who protected
them. Regional assemblies of the nobility, especially in western Poland,
complained about the Jews but no assembly would propose serious
measures against them. During these distressful post-Deluge years they
increased their prominence in Poland’s foreign and domestic trade.’

Ottoman Weakening

As the economic decline of Poland already became visible during the
1620s, so did that of the eastern Mediterranean and Turkey. Trade routes
between western Europe and the Orient via Poland lost most of their
traffic, while the Atlantic economy swelled. Yet the trade of Turkey was
still considerable, and much of it was controlled by Jews. Thus, in the
narrow, crowded streets of Salonika (Thessalonika today) lived 12,000
Jews in a population later estimated at 60,000. Their autonomous com-
munity was active in the city’s trade, which was famous for cloth weav-
ing and silk and linen manufacture, important export products.!® Many
Salonikans moved to Smyrna (Izmir) in Asia Minor, which they helped
to make ‘the preferred port of the Dutch in the Levant’.!! A modern
scholar summarizes that

¢ Hundert, Opatow, 30-2.

10 Felix Beaujour, Tableau du commerce de la Gréce, 2 parts (Paris, Year 8 =1801), 53, a
later estimate of a population which changed little; P. M. Coronelli, Description géo-
graphique et historique de la Morée 2 parts (Paris, 1686), part 1, p. 57; part 2, pp. 121-2;
Michel Febvre, Théatre de la Turquie (Paris, 1682), 375-400; Hubert Pernot (ed.), Voyage
en Turquie et en Grece du R.P. Robert de Dreux . . . 1665-1669 (Paris, 1925), 103; Halil Inal-
cik, ‘Capital Formation in the Ottoman Empire’, Journal of Economic History, 29 (1969),
97-108, 118, 121-2.

11 Bruce McGowan, Economic Life in Ottoman Europe: taxation, trade and the struggle for
land, 1600-1800 (Cambridge/Paris, 1981), 31.
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it was in Constantinople and Thessaloniki particularly that the Jews who,
though living in communities in Adrianople, Gallipoli and Smyrna, held an
outstanding place. They mainly acted as agents between the Ottoman adminis-
tration and the merchants of the [British] Levant Company; they levied the
taxes on all the vessels that entered the Turkish ports, leased custom houses,
served as overseers, watchmen, accountants and money-changers, apprais-
ers.’1

Marrano merchants were especially important on account of the capital
which they brought to Constantinople. Banking did not exist in the
Ottoman empire, but credit institutions, especially the Muslim religious
wagqf, were highly developed. They were better capitalized than the rela-
tively few Jewish moneylenders. As put by a modern scholar:

where the indigenous credit institutions were highly developed, Jewish money-
lenders had little room for activity, but in places where these institutions were
less highly developed [such as Rhodes and Arab lands], Jewish money-lenders
may have found attractive conditions.!?

Polish Jewry in Straits

Poland’s government was unlike those of the west, which aggressively
promoted the country’s economic interests. It became an economic
backwater and by 1700 was practically a colonial market providing
grain, timber, cattle, and furs for western countries and importing their
luxury articles, textiles, and other manufactured goods. The demand for
grain in the west stimulated the growth of huge Polish grain plantations
and helped to reduce the Polish peasantry to serfdom. Most of the pro-
fits were spent in western Europe.!* Jews were indispensable as buyers

12 Paul Cernovodeanu, England’s Trade Policy in the Levant . . . 1660-1714 (Bucharest,
1972), 30.

13 Haim Gerber, ‘Jews and Money-Lending in the Ottoman Empire’, Jewish Quarterly
Review, 72 (1981-82), 100, 105, 107, 117-18.

14 Hermann Kellenbenz, The Rise of the European Economy: An Economic History of
Continental Europe from the Fifteenth to the Eighteenth Century, rev. and ed. G. Benecke
(London, 1976), 158-9, 230-1.
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and sellers, distributors, and financiers and managers of Poland’s
domestic and international commerce. En route to Vienna, Prague,
Amsterdam, and the annual Leipzig fair Jewish international trade
routes passed through old towns like Posen and Lissa, as well as the
newer Brody in Galicia, recently founded by the enlightened magnate
Sobieski. Polish Jewry adjusted to the new economic conditions by shift-
ing from the stagnating, hostile cities to the villages and countryside.
On the serf-worked estates Jews leased most of the noble owners’ un-
limited privileges. Further down the economic ladder Jews kept inns,
distilled liquor, and collected road tolls. Those higher up were purchas-
ing agents and purveyors to the lords’ tastes. On top, they might
be stewards for vast estates who employed hundreds of Jewish sub-
ordinates, marketing thousands of tons of produce, and purchasing the
finished goods which Poland had to import. For their leases the Jews
paid heavily. Taxes on Jewish communities and individual Jews were
basic to noble and government finance. Polish commerce was in Jewish
hands, but the capital for moneylending and banking came mainly
from the endowments of the Catholic Church.

The Jews on top were harsh, dynamic men. They had to deal with
gentry unfettered by higher authority, who controlled the life and death
of masses of peasant serfs and of others who inhabited their lands. Like
medieval Jews in western countries, those in Poland were officially
subjects of the king, their lord and protector. But after royal power
in Poland virtually vanished from 1660, the Jews were subject to the
unbridled gentry. The gentry for their part depended on Jews, but con-
cealed their dependence by treating them with contemptuous arbit-
rariness. The one remaining central power was the Roman Catholic
Church. Victorious in its struggle against sectarians and Protestants and
successful in encouraging the piety of Poland’s kings, the church turned
the full force of nationalist religious fervour against the primordial dis-
senters from Christianity, the Jews.

The Jewish community’s ceaseless demands for money from its
people and the abuses in assessing and collecting it did much to under-
mine its authority and moral prestige. Evidence from several kehillah
budgets shows that 70 to 80 per cent of its income went to externals—
taxes, subsidies, and douceurs. The latter included paying authorities to
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bring to justice someone who had killed or robbed a Jew, saving a falsely
accused Jew, suppressing an anti-Jewish tract, or preventing university
students in Cracow and other places from assaulting Jews. Only the re-
maining 20 to 30 per cent could be used to maintain the Jewish quarter
and to provide poor relief, bridal dowries, salaries to communal em-
ployees, and education. Some communities lent money to wealthy
members to finance their mercantile operations, and they paid well for
the use of the money. It was financially worthwhile for the community
even to borrow from Christians in order to lend to Jews. Yet the prece-
dent of mixing private and public accounts led to deplorable extremes.
By the close of the seventeenth century, Jewish communities were bur-
dened with mountainous debts owed not only to nobles and church
bodies, but also to some of their members. These members, however,
constituted the oligarchic governing kahal who imposed taxes and dis-
posed of the money as they saw fit. The community also guaranteed the
loans its members took. Thus it assumed many of the functions of a
bank with the taxes it levied as the source of funds.

What the plain people thought of all this came forth in the sayings of
several contemporary preachers who were beginning to function as the
voice of opposition. Rebellious persons were said to murmur, ‘What
do we need a rabbi and kahal men for? Only to make us trouble and
impoverish us.”’® A young member of the right family, whether or not
worthy and mature, not infrequently was installed by domineering oli-
garchs in the lucrative and honorific office of community rabbi.!® Newly
rich communal despots were believed to be advising their noble clients
how to squeeze more money out of poor Jews, while avoiding their own
fair share of communal taxes. ‘In our time’, it was alleged, the leaders
‘authorize themselves . . . to consume [poor Jews’] money, leaving them
nothing with which to nourish their infant children. They fleece the
mass of people and compel them [to pay] added taxes and assessments,
and conduct themselves as rulers of Israel.’’” In progressively more se-
vere language the kahal for its part threatened ‘conspirators’ and ‘gossip

15 Quoted in B. Dinur, ‘The Beginnings of Hasidism and its Social and Messianic
Bases’ (Hebrew) Be-Mifineh ha-Dorot (Jerusalem, 1955), 96.

16 Benjamin Wolf ben Matthew, Sefer Tohorat Kodesh (Amsterdam, 1733), part 2, 9a.

17" Quoted in Dinur, ‘The Beginnings of Hasidism’, 109.
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mongers’, usually meaning dissenters, with fines and the ban. With
financial needs uppermost, the kahal employed its authority to restrict
the right of settlement to dependable taxpayers while keeping others
out. In order not to create new households which might need aid rather
than pay taxes, even the right of the poor to marry was subject in at least
one instance to an annual quota. The Lithuanian Council of Lands
generously permitted refugees from the disasters of the Deluge to settle
tax-free for several years, but afterward they had to pay or move out.
Rigorous measures, such as assignments and guarantors, were employed
to prevent a member from quitting a community without paying his tax
arrears. To be sure, while these abuses were widespread, most communal
oligarchies conducted their communities’ affairs with reasonable equity.

Houses in the overcrowded Jewish quarter, which was prevented from
expanding outwards, were carefully kept under Jewish control although
Jews could not own real property. In this and many other spheres vested
right (hazakah) was recognized. No Jew was permitted by the Jewish
community to outbid another’s toll-house or distilling concession, nor
to attract away another artisan’s or shopkeeper’s steady customers. Haza-
kah applied not only to the economic sphere but also to house tenancy
and to synagogue rights and honours. (The latter remains in many
orthodox synagogues today.) Hazakah could not hold, however, in
Jewish communities in the dynamically growing west European
economy.

West European Revival

Those Polish Jews who escaped during the disastrous years by fleeing
to western lands hardly realized that they were beginning a migratory
movement which continues to the present day. As a contemporary
preacher put it, ‘Jews left their city and country for a strange land, in
flight from the enemy sword which, for our many sins, overcame the
other inhabitants of their city.”’® They fled to other parts of Poland and
abroad, as exemplified by biographies such as Rivkes’, cited above.

18 Quoted, ibid., 112.
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Another Vilna rabbi, Jacob Ashkenazi, fled into Hungary, where his son
Zvi was born in 1660. (This son, one of the foremost rabbis of his era,
styled himself ‘pure Sefardi’ after serving in the Sefardi community of
Sarajevo.) Yet another rabbinic refugee from Vilna, one Rabbi Meir, met
a violent end in Germany in 1659. Bearing a letter, perhaps one of
recommendation, from the rabbi of Worms, he made his way to Wilfs-
burg en route to the Rhine crossing at Germersheim. His final, distant
destination was Pressburg, but his body was found nine days later near
Wilfsburg. Testimony concerning his death, taken in order to prove him
dead and thus to enable his wife to remarry, included the significant
statement, ‘it is known that no Jew passed that day to the river crossing
at Germersheim.’” It implies that Jews were recognizable, few, and were
frequently seen on the public roads.

From the seventeenth century, Jewish migratory movements re-
sponded not only to the ‘push’ out of eastern Europe but to the ‘pull’
of western Europe, which was advancing to its centuries of world su-
premacy. Still, the numerous Bohemian and Alsatian Jewish settlements
remained tight-knit little traditional communities. The same was true
for those in the Rhineland, Hesse, Franconia, and Bavaria. Jews were still
petty merchants, cattle dealers, and moneylenders and their tongue was
Yiddish of the west European dialect. Yet not every Jew was cut to the
same pattern. An unusual example was a Jew of Worms who drew up
briefs for litigants in the public courts. This unofficial lawyer was paid by
the scrivener who rendered his briefs into the required Latin.?

Important changes were becoming visible in these traditional com-
munities. The tale of Viennese Jewry is suggestive. Vienna’s medieval
Jews had been expelled or put to death in a mass cremation in 1421, but
the community was revived and granted toleration in 1526. It grew
slowly to perhaps 500 families or 2,000 persons in the mid-seventeenth
century, living autonomously in the unterwerd (‘lower world’) and gov-
erned by Jewish law. Their occupations of second-hand goods, pawn-
broking, and moneylending led to friction with the poorer artisan class.
Emperor Leopold I accepted the municipality’s assurances that it would

1 Yair Hayyim Bachrach, Hut ha-Shani (Responsa, mainly by the author’s father

(d. 1670)] and grandfather) (repr. Jerusalem, 1970), no. 72. This responsa is from the
father. 20 Tbid., no. 45.
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make good the loss of the sizeable Jewish tax revenue and, overriding
Jewish pleas and his treasury’s objections, expelled the Jews in 1670.
Viennese Jews scattered and could be found throughout Germany and
Moravia, and in Poland and Lithuania; one, Gerson Ashkenazi, became
rabbi of Metz. The third Viennese Jewish community was founded on a
different basis in 1676 by one wealthy Jew, Samuel Oppenheimer, who
settled there with his retinue of 100 in order to become Imperial War
Purveyor. Oppenheimer undertook vast obligations and surpassed all
rivals in his ability to deliver necessities to the Austrian army in large
quantities thanks to his network of Jewish agents and suppliers. How-
ever, he often had difficulty in collecting debts from his imperial master,
and his palace was looted by a mob in 1700. Shortly after he died in 1703
Oppenheimer’s strained business was forced into bankruptcy by the
imperial treasury’s avarice.?! Twenty years later Vienna had seventeen
Jewish families, with retinues, totalling about 420 persons.

Like those of Vienna. Berlin Jews had been massacred and expelled
two centuries earlier. But when word of the Viennese expulsion of 1670
reached Elector Frederick William of Brandenburg he became interested
in receiving some of the exiles. After a year of negotiation fifty families
were admitted in 1671 for twenty years, paying a sizeable head tax but
enjoying a degree of economic freedom which was rare for Branden-
burg. It was Jewish economic venturesomeness and ingenuity that the
Elector sought as a prod to the stodgy, exclusive Prussian merchants and
guildsmen. It is not surprising that they constantly complained over the
Jews.

The new Berlin Jewry constituted a kehillah. Its powers included
taxation, which was assessed by elders (parnassim) who were usually
substantial merchants. Later the elders were also granted the right of
controlling residence and domicile. No wonder, then, that the Jewish
community of Berlin was often the scene of bitter quarrels in which the
government had to intervene. Judaism could be practised only in
private until the first Berlin synagogue was allowed to open in 1714.

Charters, restricted entrance, and close regulation were the path
pursued by the Habsburg and Prussian regimes towards the Jews as
towards their other subjects. On the other hand, England, where Jews

21 Max Grunwald, Samuel Oppenheimer und sein Kreis (Vienna, 1913).
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began to resettle during the seventeenth century, and the Netherlands
followed a course of immigration and settlement without restriction
and comparative freedom of economic activity. Still, the Dutch kehillah
and that of the Sefardim in England wielded far-reaching authority over
their constituents.

The dramatic story of the Jews’ resettlement in England during the
1650s combines Christian religious fervour, mercantile self-interest,
and the exigencies of war.?> With the expulsion of 1290 still on the
books, Jews already in England were called euphemistically ‘Spanish
merchants’ who practised Judaism privately but not secretly. They were
not buried as Jews and even years later, when there was a synagogue and
a cemetery, quite a few still chose Christian burial. The most striking
figure of the Jewish resettlement is the imaginative Amsterdam rabbi,
author and printer, Menasseh ben Israel, the son of Marrano refugees
and a member of the Amsterdam rabbinic presidium. He has been
dubbed ‘the first modern rabbi’ on account of his preference for Jewish
apologetics and religious discussions with learned Christians, especially
about eschatology and the millennium to come.?® Menasseh’s awareness
of affairs led him to conceive of a formally re-established Jewish com-
munity in England, chartered by Lord Protector Oliver Cromwell. Quite
likely Menasseh also conceived of himself as rabbi of the new commu-
nity. The material advantages of resettlement to the Jews and to British
overseas commerce were obvious. Publicists of the day linked Dutch
commercial success to its tolerant religious policies, which in reality
were for foreigners rather than for the Dutch themselves. But in England
admitting the Jews was believed to possess transcendental significance
besides. The religious merit of allowing Jews to settle originated with the
fervid reports of Christian travellers, which persuaded Menasseh and
many Christians that the American Indians were really Jews of the Ten
Lost Tribes, leaving England supposedly the only country in the world
without Jews. Scripture ‘proved’ to Christian sectarians that once Jews

22 Lucien Wolf, Menasseh ben Israel’s Mission to Oliver Cromwell (London, 1901), is the
classic but outdated account which includes the rabbi’s writings; see now David S. Katz,
Philo-Semitism and the Readmission of the Jews to England, 1603-1655 (Oxford, 1982).

2 Cecil Roth, A Life of Menasseh ben Israel: Rabbi, Printer, and Diplomat (Philadelphia,
1934); Yosef Kaplan et al. (eds.), Menasseh ben Israel and his World (Leiden, 1989).



Glimmerings of a New Age | 43

dwelt in every land they would gain messianic redemption and Jesus
would then return. To readmit the Jews to England therefore could be
the final requisite for salvation.

This heady mixture of redemption and profits, eschatology and com-
merce, allured Oliver Cromwell, leader of men, general, far-sighted poli-
tician, and deeply religious sectarian. He invited Menasseh to come
from Amsterdam to plead his cause. At the Whitehall conference of
November 1655 religious, mercantile, and political spokesmen made
their respective cases, but no consensus was achieved. The highest legal
authorities declared on that occasion that Edward I's expulsion decree
of 1290 was no longer in force. In general, vested commercial interests
and conservative religious principles opposed readmission, while reli-
gious sectarians and ‘growth-oriented’ politicians favoured it. The con-
temporary pamphlet debate on the Jews’ readmission was the first
modern public discussion of the Jews in largely secular terms. However,
the ‘Spanish merchants’ in London preferred to keep their Judaism pri-
vate. Rabbi Menasseh ben Israel’s grand design of a chartered Jewish
community repelled them and led to a breach.

Events briefly reconciled Menasseh and his Jewish opponents. The
outbreak of war with Spain in 1655 brought an order impounding the
property of Spaniards in England. One whose belongings were seized,
Antonio Robles, boldly petitioned for the return of his property, declar-
ing himself not a Spanish Catholic but a Portuguese Jew who had fled
the Inquisition. Most significant, Robles’s petition was granted. Next,
Menasseh and six merchants presented the ‘Humble Petition of the
Hebrews at Present residing in this city of London . . ." Acknowledging
the ‘many favours and Protection’ received from the Lord Protector,
they prayed written assurance that they might continue Jewish worship
‘without feare of Molestation either to our persons famillys or estates’,
and that they might acquire land for a burial ground. Cromwell trans-
mitted this petition to his Council of State. To the present day it is un-
clear what if anything was decided there or whether that body left the
matter to Cromwell for his personal, unofficial decision. Yet there is no
doubt that the public practice of Judaism was approved by someone in
authority, since a synagogue was under construction during 1656, and
the new cemetery received its first burial in 1657. That was the year of
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Menasseh ben Israel’s death, aged 54. Penniless, he had returned home
thanks to a grant from Cromwell with the remains of his son who had
died in England.

Had Menasseh'’s project been approved and a charter for the Jews
been granted, it would probably have been cancelled together with
other enactments of the commonwealth when the monarchy was re-
stored in 1660. The unofficial character of their resettlement saved the
Jews from this fate. Charles II rejected suggestions to harass the incon-
spicuous Jewish community, assuring them of ‘the effects of the same
favour as formerly they have had, soe long as they demeane themselves
peaceably and quietly with due obedience to his Maties laws, & without
scandall to his Government’. These prosaic words of 1664 were the real
charter for the Jews in England. Their numbers grew, reaching about
1,000 at the turn of the eighteenth century, most of them tradesmen
and merchants. By 1700 Jews from central and eastern Europe outnum-
bered the Sefardim.

The mother community of early English Jewry was Amsterdam,
whence came many of its people and communal institutions. Amster-
dam Jewry’s thin upper stratum of wealthy merchants and financiers
towered over a mass of impoverished pedlars and day labourers. The
2,500 Sefardim of 1674 hardly increased from then until 1800, while the
number of Ashkenazim during the same period went from 5,000 to
21,000. German Jews could be found in the Dutch metropolis from early
days, and they founded their community under Sefardic patronage. Its
growth, thanks mainly to refugees from Lithuania, was accompanied by
internal strife which led to the founding of a second Ashkenazic com-
munity. At first the Sefardim backed the east Europeans against the Ger-
mans, but they complained to the Council of Four Lands in Poland in
1670 that these newcomers were treating Sefardic piety and liturgy con-
temptuously. Quite possibly it was Sefardic intercession which brought
a command in 1672 from the magistrates to the two Ashkenazic com-
munities to merge. That was one year after a large and costly Ashkenazic
synagogue was built. In 1675 the celebrated Sefardic synagogue, stand-
ing today, replaced their earlier, modest edifice. By that time, however,
the Sefardim were a diminishing minority, fortified in Amsterdam and
northern Europe by a proud exclusiveness which became proverbial.
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Theirs was the world’s foremost commercial city as well as a manu-
facturing centre for colonial raw materials. Prominent as brokers, specu-
lators and investors, Amsterdam Jews took the lead in making it the
world’s financial centre even after Amsterdam’s commercial decline
from 1672. The economic historian H. Kellenbenz has detected a shift of
the Jews after the mid-seventeenth century from international trade to
finance. Yet Marseilles’s commercial crisis of 1729-31 found Amsterdam
as well as Venetian Jewish merchants there.?* Aside from finance, Jews
worked in such trades as tobacco, diamonds, silk, sugar, and jewellery,
and culturally the most important, printing and publishing. Twenty of
Amsterdam’s 273 book printers were Jews, and they did not publish
only Judaica. The greatest printer was Joseph Athias, who boasted in
1687 that ‘for several years I have myself printed more than a million
Bibles for England and Scotland. There is not a ploughboy or servant girl
without one.’ In 1667 the Estates General awarded Athias a gold chain
and medal and a fifteen-year monopoly on the printing of English
Bibles. One grateful Hebrew author, R. Zvi Ashkenazi, enthused that
after several earlier attempts to publish his responsa, which were to at-
tain classic status, ‘God brought me to the great city of Amsterdam, cen-
tre of world trade, a city of master artisans and men expert in arts and
crafts, especially the making of the type forms needed for printing.
There is no place like it in the world.”>® He did not exaggerate. Amster-
dam inherited the place formerly held by Constantinople, Venice, and
other Italian cities, and was overtaken in turn, though not qualitatively,
by eastern Europe. The glory of Amsterdam Hebrew printing lasted into
the nineteenth century, and its combination of superior type, printing,
and paper has never been surpassed.

Not only Bibles and Talmuds and other Jewish classics poured from
the Amsterdam Hebrew printing houses, but also the first Jewish news-
papers, the Spanish Gazeta de Amsterdam in 1678 and the Yiddish semi-
weekly Kurant in 1687. Works in Spanish were published, which were
aimed at the Jewish education of newly Judaized Marranos and the

24 C. Carriére, ‘Image du capitalisme hollandais au xviiie siécle: Le miroir marseillais’,
in M. Aymard (ed.), Dutch Capitalism and World Capitalism (Cambridge, 1982), 192-3.

25 Zvi Ashkenazi, She’elot u-Teshuvot Hakham Zvi (Amsterdam 1712, repr. Israel,
1970), intro.
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defence of Judaism against Spanish Catholic denigration. A fine speci-
men is Las excelencias de los Hebreos, by the New Christian physician
Fernando (Isaac) Cardoso (1604-93), whose life went From Spanish Court
to Italian Ghetto in Verona, the title of Y. H. Yerushalmi’s notable book
about him. Amsterdam Jewry had rabbinic scholars, Hebrew and Span-
ish poets and chroniclers, mystics and heretics. These varied cultural
interests were nourished by the finest educational system of its period.
But there was significant questioning and dissent from normative Jew-
ish faith and practice, which was emphatically put down by the com-
munity. The returned Marrano Uriel da Costa professed a religious faith
which has been described as ‘normal Marranism . . . an impoverishment
of rabbinic Judaism'’ by rejecting what he could not deduce directly from
the Bible.?® Da Costa recanted and after undergoing public humiliation
took his own life in 1640. A few years later the nearly deistic heresies of
another returned Amsterdam Marrano, Dr Juan Prado, led him in and
out of trouble with the Jewish community. The heresies discussed in
Prado’s circle were taken up and developed by his young friend and dis-
ciple Baruch Spinoza, whose genius was to create a system of pantheism
and philosophical deism. Unlike the others in the group, Spinoza ac-
cepted his expulsion from the Jewish community in 1656 and never
looked back.?” Opposite trends also carried on within Amsterdam Jewry.
A decade after the Spinoza episode ‘Dutch Jerusalem’ fervently shared in
the greatest outburst of messianism ever known, in which old and new
Jewish communities in western Europe such as Vienna, Prague, and
London fervently joined.

26 1. S.Revah, ‘La Religion d’Uriel da Costa, Marrano de Porto (D’aprés des documents
inédits),” Revue de I’histoire des religions, 161 (1962), 74.

27 1. S. Revah, Spinoza et le Dr. Juan de Prado (Paris The Hague, 1959); idem,‘Aux orig-
ines de la rupture Spinozienne: nouveaux documents’, Revue des études juives, 123
(1964), 359-431, add important material on the heretical atmosphere among Amster-
dam Marranos. The Jewish roots of Spinoza’s thought are revealed in the great work of
Harry A. Wolfson, The Philosophy of Spinoza (2 vols., Cambridge, Mass., 1934).
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Messianic Explosion

The world-wide Jewish acclaim in 1665 for Sabbetai Zvi (1626-76) of
Izmir as the divinely ordained Messiah, scion of King David and
redeemer of Israel, appears unrelated, indeed opposed, to the slowly
modernizing Jewish world we have been describing. Perhaps inexplica-
bly, the Sabbatian movement was most fervent in mercantile port cities
where Jewish merchants were suffering hard times, and less so among
afflicted Polish Jewry, where modernization was still far off. To under-
stand the many peculiarities of the Sabbetai Zvi movement one turns
to the penetrating studies of Gershom Scholem (1897-1982) which
culminated in his masterwork Sabbetai Sevi: The Mystical Messiah.?
In the view of Scholem and his disciples, the permeation of Judaism, es-
pecially that of the Sefardim, for 150 years by doctrines of mystical
messianism is the cause of the great outburst. Persecution and socio-
economic factors played no role.

The ‘Messiah’ came from a prosperous family of merchants which
supported him in his erratic, wandering life of Talmudic and mystical
studies. He was moderately proficient in both, sang well, and possessed
personal charm. Sabbetai’s first vision of his messianic identity came in
1648, and he along with a few followers had faith in his destiny. He
acted out his conception of his calling with deviant acts. Once he
dressed a large live fish as a baby and placed it in a tank ‘cradle’, probably
to symbolize the growth of redemption under the sign of Pisces (fish),
and on another occasion he ‘married’ a Torah scroll under a bridal
canopy. Sabbetai was twice married and divorced and exhibited symp-
toms of sexual disturbance. Suggestive of what was to come, he punned
a frequently recited benediction into an antinomian blasphemy,

28 Princeton, 1973, a translation and revision of the Hebrew original, Shabbetai Zvi
ve-ha-Tenuah ha-Shabtait bi-Yemey Hayyav (2 vols., Tel Aviv, 1957). Scholem wrote the
articles in the Encyclopedia Judaica (16 vols., Jerusalem, 1971) on Sabbetai Zvi, Nathan of
Gaza, and other Sabbatian and kabbalah subjects, and the reader may read his views in
summary there. Many facets of Scholem’s interpretation have been questioned, such as
the ‘messiah’ as a merely passive instrument largely manipulated by Nathan of Gaza.
See e.g. Isaiah Tishby, Bi-Netivey Emunah u-Minut (Hebrew; Paths of Faith and Heresy)
(Ramat Gan, 1964), 235-77.
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‘Blessed are You, God, who permits things which are forbidden’, reading
‘issurim’ for ‘assurim’. Sabbetai was considered mad, and his messianic
pretensions as but a sign of his madness. This ‘diagnosis’ probably saved
him from punishments and expulsion from communities.

How could such a person, neither hero nor scholar nor saint, sud-
denly gain world-wide acclaim and reverence as the Messiah? The
answer appears to lie in the constantly wider acceptance of kabbalistic
messianism, spreading out from its sixteenth-century centre in Safed. It
has recently been argued, however, that Scholem considerably over-
stated the extent of kabbalah’s acceptance. Its seventeenth-century
activist version is inseparably connected with the kabbalists R. Isaac
Luria and R. Hayyim Vital, who gave a goal, theology, and ritual to what
had been abstract speculation concerning the nature of creation and the
universe. They conceived that a cosmic disruption in the heavens,
called in kabbalistic metaphor the ‘breaking of the vessels’, had taken
place at the Creation. The Divine Presence (shekhinah) went into exile.
The coordinate on earth was the exile of the Jews. The traditional reli-
gious way of life was reinterpreted as a system which would heal the
cosmic rupture, a titanic task which would be fulfilled by the devoted
performance of religious acts with their specified correct intent. The
‘exile’ of the Divine Presence would end with the ‘healing’ of the ‘bro-
ken vessels’, and with it earthly Jewish exile would also end and ultimate
redemption arrive. Such a cosmology was unspeakably bold and pious,
summoning every Jew to participate in bringing on the messianic era by
his religious efforts. The restoration of the Jewish people from exile
would be achieved not by patiently waiting for God to act nor by means
of secular political endeavour, but through purposive religious devo-
tion. The Messiah was thought of less as a man who would crush the
enemies of Israel and inaugurate the age of human bliss, than as the
mystical master who could heal the cosmic rift and thereby bring on
ultimate redemption.

Remarkably little resistance was encountered by this audacious re-
interpretation of sacred tradition. The prayer book incorporated numer-
ous kabbalistic additions, such as invocations beginning ‘Hineni
mukhan u-mezuman’ (‘I am ready and prepared’) to fulfil some religious
precept or recite a prayer as redefined kabbalistically. The Sabbath eve
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psalms with their Lekha Dodi (Come, My Beloved) hymn, the invoca-
tions before Sabbath kiddush, and the ‘third feast’ on Sabbath late after-
noon furnish examples. Messianic mysticism was permeating the
Jewish world until its culmination in the Sabbetai Zvi movement. How
would one recognize the Messiah and what manner of man would he
be? Judaism’s messianic doctrines did not make that clear. Maimonides,
the greatest medieval jurist and philosopher, had insisted that the Mes-
siah could not abolish nor even modify Jewish law, and the messianic
age would remain within the order of nature. Yet Maimonides’ teaching
availed little against the flaming ardour of the Sabbatian and other mes-
sianic movements. The simplest explanation why it spread like wildfire
is that the theological basis had been laid, and the passion for redemp-
tion became subject to bandwagon psychology. Even those who felt
sceptical about Sabbetai did not wish to appear faithless Jews and
accepted him. Scholem’s doctrine that Sabbatianism erupted because of
internal spiritual developments which ultimately burst forth and cast
off all restraints, now holds the field. The last word, however, has by no
means been spoken.

Sabbetai Zvi’s life oscillated between feverish activity and despondent
passivity, characteristic of a manic-depressive person. He showed him-
self capable of a successful quasi-diplomatic mission to Egyptian Jewry,
requesting their intercession for oppressed Jerusalem Jewry. He also
issued antinomian declarations buttressed by theological arguments.
The fateful moment occurred when Sabbetai stopped in Gaza in May
1665 en route back from Egypt, in order to consult the gifted young kab-
balist Nathan ben Elisha Hayyim (1644-80), to become known as
Nathan of Gaza. Already known as a ‘prophet’, he was a charismatic who
read the inmost heart and prescribed its appropriate healing (tikkun),
usually fasts, special prayers, and mortification of the flesh. Was this
what Sabbetai sought for his own troubled spirit? Nathan, who remem-
bered him from Jersualem, was now convinced that he was indeed the
Messiah. In days of intensive discussion he persuaded Sabbetai to accept
the role. Or, alternatively, did Sabbetai, inspired by his success in Egypt,
stop at Gaza in order to persuade Nathan? At any rate, Nathan spent the
rest of his short life as Sabbetai’s ideologist and organizer. He won over
many from the outset with the argument that acceptance of the Messiah
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did not depend on his signs and wonders, but rather on faith in his
power as saviour of the Jewish people—an echo of Christian faith
remarkable especially because there was no known contact with
Christians.

Sabbatian messianism captivated the Jewish community of the Holy
Land. Yet in Jerusalem Sabbetai had been put under the ban years before
on account of his antinomian acts, including the abolition of the fast on
17 Tammuz and consuming forbidden animal fats. Yet the Holy City
ban, far from aborting the movement, had no effect as the new Messiah
went north to Safed and Damascus en route to Aleppo. Enthusiastic
recognition spread very rapidly, and by the time he reached his home
town of Izmir (Smyrna) Sabbetai Zvi had a large and fervid following.
Contrary to the supposed fate of prophets, he quickly won recognition
in his native city, and the movement took over the community. The few
doubters and scoffers were intimidated and thrust aside. The ‘Messiah’
won the support of rabbis when he prescribed penitence by prayers,
fasts, and mortification of the flesh. Could the messiahship of a pious
Jew who called for prayers and penitence be denied? To be sure, uproar-
ious celebrations of the wonderful redemption also went on. One
observes the making of the paradox which dogged the Sabbatian move-
ment until its denouement: how must a messiah behave? How and
when does redemption once proclaimed express itself?

During Sabbetai’s months at Izmir Jewish as well as Christian ob-
servers came from far and wide to witness the marvels as word spread in
Christian Europe. Epistles from the Sabbatians were dispatched through-
out the Jewish world, and reactions came from Persia to Algiers and
London. Regardless of their senders’ cultural background or social class,
the general tone of the letters bespeaks excited hopefulness. Sabbetai,
accompanied by the ‘chiefs of the twelve tribes of Israel’ whom he had
appointed, set sail from Izmir on 30 December 1665 for Constantinople.
The implications of the ‘Messiah’ stirred concern in the Sublime Porte.
Was his grandiose talk of kingship and restoring God’s people to their
Holy Land exciting unrest and perhaps sedition? And if his talk was only
figurative, the disruption of trade and commerce on account of the ex-
citement among the Jews had to stop.

The Messiah'’s ship was intercepted in the Dardanelles and Sabbetai
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and his retinue were taken for trial before the Grand Vizier. Their lives
were spared, but Sabbetai was lodged in a filthy gaol until a huge bribe
got him removed to the reasonably comfortable fortress of Abydos. The
new gaol was interpreted as the Messiah’s “Tower of Strength’ (Migdal
Oz), a characteristic inversion of meaning and plain sense which satu-
rated the movement. At his fortress-gaol the imprisoned Messiah was
allowed to receive throngs of visitors who now came from all over the
world. Ordinary affairs were in suspense as the élite no less than plain
people fervently welcomed the Messiah. Many performed sincere and
often painful penance for their sins in order to purify themselves for the
great deliverance. A spirit of defiance and confidence pervaded Polish
Jews which inspired mob attacks on them. The king commanded the
attackers to stop, while telling the Jews to destroy Sabbatian literature.
During the frenzy the antinomianism of the movement became more
prominent. The requirements of Jewish law were set aside as followers
ate forbidden fats, offered a paschal sacrifice which could not be done
without the Temple, turned the fasts of 17 Tammuz and 9 Av into feasts,
rewrote prayers, and indulged themselves sexually. Had the Sabbatian
movement endured, such acts would have inevitably led to schism and
conflict. But the Sabbatian denouement was sudden and shattering.
The undoing began about 1 September 1666, one year after the move-
ment caught fire, with the visit of a Polish mystic and preacher, Nehe-
miah Cohen. He evidently came to pay homage, but unlike other
pilgrims he entered into a doctrinal discussion with the inmate of the
Tower of Strength. The discussion turned into three days of stormy
debate. Nehemiah challenged Sabbetai’s messiahship because it did not
follow the course prescribed by mystic and apocalyptic literature; for
example, where was the martyr Messiah of the house of Joseph? He had
to come before the advent of the ultimate messiah of the house of
David, Sabbetai himself. Many years later Nehemiah recounted how he
had told Sabbetai he was a ‘provocateur and renegade’ meriting the bib-
lical penalty of death, and then took a drastic step. Fearing the disasters
which the false messiah might bring on the Jews, he rushed from his
presence and told the guards that he wanted to become a Muslim. This
was promptly done, and he was taken in his new turban to Adrianople
where he denounced Sabbetai as a seditious character. Nehemiah quit
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the scene at once and returned to Judaism and to his wandering life,
mainly in Germany. In old age he told his story in Yiddish to a chron-
icler, Leib ben Ozer.*

A few days after Nehemiah's denunciation Sabbetai was brought be-
fore the sultan’s privy council, among whom was an apostate Jewish
physician. Behind a screen sat the sultan. Sabbetai had to choose at once
between death by torture or apostasy. He emerged from the momentous
session a Muslim with a title, robes of honour and a pension, but Sabbe-
tai Zvi the Messiah was shattered. He seems to have lived in a state of
misery and depression at what he had done. He had killed his move-
ment, for an apostate Messiah was inconceivable. His name was reviled,
and some communities ‘burned all records in which his name appeared
so that he might not be spoken of or remembered among them, or be
a stumbling block and a source of sin’.*® Burning the records might
eradicate the embarrassing fact that not only the common sort were in-
fatuated with Sabbetai Zvi but also their superiors—rabbis, community
leaders, and persons of means.

The mass of Jews dismissed Sabbetai Zvi perhaps with a muttered
curse, but some insisted on remaining faithful to him. One might
say that they remained faithful to their memory of once feeling free
and redeemed. R. Yair Hayyim Bachrach of Worms, no Sabbatian but
active in the movement before Sabbetai’s conversion, spoke always
thereafter of ‘Our Master [Rabbenu] Sabbetai Zvi’, a title reserved for
great sages.*!

After the ‘Messiah’

The faith that Sabbetai the apostate was yet the Messiah produced a full-
blown mystical theology. What remained of his movement descended
into an underground existence which lasted nearly two centuries.
Scholem has demonstrated how it long exercised extensive though

2 R. Leib ben R. Ozer, The Story of Shabbetay Zevi (Yiddish with Hebrew translation),
ed. Zalman Shazar (Jerusalem, 1978).

30 Samuel Aboab, Devar Shmuel, no. 376.

31 Quoted in Encyclopedia Judaica, s.v.



Glimmerings of a New Age | 53

hidden influence within Judaism. Only to the blind faithless had Sab-
betai Zvi apostatized, the Sabbatians held. In their own clear sight he
had committed an act of self-sacrifice, defiling himself by descending to
the netherworld of lost souls in order to bring redemption by assisting
scattered ‘sparks’ to reunite with their ‘broken vessels’ and be healed.
The Lurianic cosmos became the metaphysics of Sabbatianism. Should
believers accompany Sabbetai on this journey of the soul? Very few of
them entered Islam, not even Nathan of Gaza. However, after Sabbetai’s
death in 1676 the Zvi family led several hundred to Salonika, where they
entered Islam as a distinct sect. Known as the Déonmeh, the Muslim
Sabbatians remained socially separate and kept their teachings secret.
A shadow of them lingered into the twentieth century. Sabbatian
theology, focusing on freedom and redemption, led to the repudiation
of Judaism as law in the name of a ‘higher’ Torah which permitted the
forbidden. However, few scholars follow Scholem in seeing Sabbatian
antinomianism and its consciousness of spiritual freedom as the inward
transition from medieval to modern Judaism.

Sabbatianism had furtive as well as outspoken believers, and it en-
countered mild as well as militant opponents. One furtive believer was
Solomon Ayllon, rabbi [Haham] of the London Sefardim from 1689 to
1700, when he became the honoured Haham in Amsterdam. Ayllon
managed to keep away from the bitter conflict which erupted when the
Sabbatian theologian and propagandist Nehemiah Hayun came to
Amsterdam. For their relentless attacks on Hayun the scholar R. Moses
Hagiz and the chief rabbi Zvi Ashkenazi [Haham Zvi] were driven out of
the city, yet Ayllon the Sabbatian trimmer enjoyed cordial relations
with these colleagues. Such a man as Ayllon could hold on in the
decades before controversy was rekindled by the renewed aggressiveness
of Sabbatian believers. That in turn spurred opponents’ militancy and
vigilance. After the Hayun-Hagiz controversy there were no more Sab-
batian victories in Jewish communal life.

Post-apostasy Sabbatianism in Poland lasted longer and had more
influence than anywhere else. Itinerant Sabbatian preachers who set
up cells of their faithful led the Council of Four Lands in 1670 and 1671
to promulgate a ban on Sabbatian believers. They were to be excluded,
degraded, fined, and handed over to the public authorities for
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imprisonment.3? The effect of this sweeping ban is questionable. The
centre of Polish Sabbatianism was the frontier province of Podolia,
which was ruled by Turkey between 1672 and 1700. During this period
contacts between Poland and the centres of the sect in Ottoman lands
could be carried on unhindered. After 1700, wandering preachers of
heresy still had freer play in the new Jewish settlements in the sparsely
settled stretches of the south-east than in the long-established commu-
nities to the north.

A religious type better known in Christianity than in Judaism made his
appearance within Sabbatianism at this time, the simple pious man
neither learned nor awed by tradition, who spoke as he heard God direct
him. Such a man was Heshel Zoref (1633-1700), a silversmith of Vilna and
a refugee in Amsterdam when the Sabbatian year transformed him from
a workman into a mystical recluse. To Heshel came religious seekers to
consult with him. Unlike other Sabbatian ‘prophets’, he did not lead a
wandering life. His extensive manuscript writings did not seem Sabba-
tian, and they impressed favourably Israel Besht, the father of the Hasidic
movement. Only later were they recognized and rejected as Sabbatian.

Another of the type, Hayyim Malakh, fused Talmudic learning and
ascetic piety with antinomianism. This ‘evil angel’, as a hostile pun
interpreted his name, was a leader in the ill-fated messianic pilgrimage
to the Holy Land led by Judah the Hasid in 1700. There had been
expectations of Sabbetai’s return, and one Zadok of Grodno made a stir
with his prediction of 1695. Judah the Hasid’s mostly Sabbatian group
went to the Holy Land in 1700, where they aspired to receive Sabbetai as
the Messiah. Lacking money and experience, their trip was harrowing;
Judah died within a week of arrival aged about 40, and the unhappy
group broke up.

Polish Judaism, whose leaders were vigorously anti-messianic after the
débacle of 1666, thus had to confront a palpable religious opposition
encamped in its bosom. Sabbatian believers, who included proficient
scholars and occupants of rabbinic office, turned more and more to anti-
nomianism and religious nihilism. Scholem has eloquently suggested
what troubled their spirit:

32 Pinkas Va‘'ad Arba Arazot, ed. Israel Halpern (Jerusalem, 1945), 495-6.
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Was it the self-hatred of men for whom a tradition emptied of meaning had be-
come repulsive? Uprising and rebellion against mechanization by a rational
culture, and a secret, nearly satanic pleasure at trampling by both minor and
serious mischief everything which had dominated their day to day physical
and spiritual lives? Pleasure in showing their mastery over the very Talmudic
authority which placed them under its rule, pleasure at destroying it from
within . . . ? Or perhaps more positive yearnings were combined here, which
had no outlet in that form of life—yearnings for human liberation and re-
demption which took the guise of the doctrine of liberation from the yoke
of the commandments, and a shadowy vision of a fundamental change of
values? Could they really not find their way between conscious attachment to
the ancient Talmudic culture and the attachment which came from deep faith
in the vision of messianic liberty, and they became entwined and sought to
serve both masters and to give satisfaction to both urges at the same time? 3

Deep in the fastness of Jewish orthodoxy, surrounded by Catholic
Poland and innocent of modern culture, dissenters held to their faith in
the apostate Messiah. We shall see how the tangled windings of that
faith brought unpredictable outcomes.

A New Age in Embryo

Towering geniuses in science and philosophy during the seventeenth
century pioneered modern science and philosophy and created the in-
tellectual frame of modern man. Contemporary with Sabbatianism they
appear to inhabit a different planet. One of this handful was the son of
Amsterdam Jewry, Baruch (in his Latin writings, Benedict) Spinoza.
When the 24-year-old Spinoza refused to retract his pantheistic views,
the lay council of the Jewish community, not its rabbinic court, held a
hearing which was attended by various witnesses and by Spinoza him-
self. The council had ‘long since been acquainted with the false opinions
and deeds [obras] of Barukh d’Espinosa, and having tried in various ways
and by various offers [?] to steer him back to the path of righteousness’

33 Gershom Scholem, ‘The Sabbatian Movement in Poland’ (Hebrew)’, Beit Yisrael
be-Polin, ed. 1. Halpern (2 vols., Jerusalem, 1948, 1953), ii. 60.
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but had failed. What Spinoza may have said remains unknown. After
the rabbinic authorities joined the deliberations over the evidence, on
27 July 1656 ‘it was decided that the said Spinoza be cast out of the
nation of Israel’, and scriptural curses were heaped on him. Proper Jews
were forbidden to associate with him until he should submit to the
humiliation of public repentance. But Spinoza went on to become one
of the founders of modern philosophy.

Spinoza and the ex-Marrano circle from which he emerged rejected
traditional religion not because of the new science nor because God’s
ways in the world were beyond acceptance. Instead, their skill with
Scripture showed them flaws, contradictions, and anachronisms in its
text which raised doubts about revelation. Their own or their close
ancestors’ experience with concealing or changing religions made them
aware of the common moral and intellectual basis of all religions, or it
encouraged them to doubt all religions.

Spinoza’s radical step was his alone; he had no Jewish successor. How-
ever, the intellectual winds of the late seventeenth century did rustle
faintly in European Jewry. D. B. Ruderman has recently identified three
groups of scientifically interested Jews. There were converso intellec-
tuals just discussed, a few traditional Jews in places like Prague and
Cracow, and [Italian medical graduates, mainly from Padua, who were
scattered throughout Europe.?* In a quaint but revealing example from
the early eighteenth century R. Zvi Ashkenazi dismissed the assumption
made in a query addressed to him, and ruled that there could not have
been a chicken without a heart to make the fowl unkosher for eating.
Every creature must have a heart, he stated, and this one must have been
devoured by the kitchen cat. Thus, the findings of contemporary biol-
ogy could be absorbed into the halakhic system. To the same rabbi came
a more searching issue in 1704. David Nieto (1654-1728), physician,
philosopher, and calendric expert had come in 1701 from his native
Leghorn to serve as Haham of the Sefardic Jews of London. A year later
he lectured to his new community’s advanced students concerning God
and Nature and declared them identical. To Nieto, Nature (teva‘) was
no more than the term which expressed Divine Providence operating

34 David B. Ruderman, Jewish Thought and Scientific Discovery in Early Modern Europe
(New Haven, 1995), 11-13.
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regularly to produce rain, clouds, plant growth and all other phenom-
ena of ‘mature.” Were God and Nature then identical? To some pious
unsophisticated minds, a few of whom had perhaps heard of Spinoza’s
heresy, this was disturbingly like pantheism. One member who attacked
the orthodoxy of the renowned Haham was punished, yet the com-
munity was still troubled enough to seek out a rabbi who could tell them
whether Nieto’s teachings were indeed acceptable. Rabbi Ashkenazi
responded with an unqualified approval. He roundly declared Nieto’s
‘Nature’ identical with Divine Providence; did not God cause all
things?*> Condemned in Germany and Poland and distrusted among
ex-Marranos, only in Nieto’s native Italy did the traditions of Jewish
science and philosophy retain any vitality, but rabbis who approved of
philosophy at all wanted it studied very little by very few. All agreed that
the truth of faith stood above the truth of philosophy and did not
require its confirmation.

Medicine was the field in which Jews were prominent. A few Jews
showed awareness of the new science and its implications. Some de-
clared that the Torah properly understood contained all science. How-
ever, a few scholars showed signs of uneasiness at the inadequacy of
rabbinic learning and traditional education in the face of the advance of
science.

The basic compatibility between science and Judaism had appeared axiomatic
to the early Jewish practitioners of science; to their successors, it was increas-
ingly fraught with difficulties . . . The contest between science and Jewish
tradition had left its shattering mark . . . [Yet] by the end of the 17th century,
a larger number of Jews knew more about science than ever before, most of
them saw a positive value in the acquisition of this knowledge, even though
it inevitably created obvious strains for some of them regarding their own
fidelity to traditional Judaism.3¢

Nearly a century passed before Moses Mendelssohn became the first sig-
nificant Jewish contributor to modern intellectual life. Nearly another

35 She’elot u-Teshuvot Haham Zvi [Ashkenazi] (Responsa) (repr. Israel, 1970), nos. 74, 18.

3 David B. Ruderman, Science, Medicine, and Jewish Culture in Early Modern Europe,
Spiegel Lectures in European Jewish History, 7 (Tel Aviv, 1987), 19, 21-2. T have re-
arranged the order of sentences.



58 | History of the Jews in Modern Times

century went by before Jews became conspicuous in the cultural realm.
On the other hand they played a significant part in the early develop-
ment of the modern economy, not only in international commerce but
also in their unique position as court Jews, meaning bankers, purveyors,
and financial agents of German and Austrian rulers. During the age of
dynastic absolutism, especially from 1660 to 1730, rulers employed Jews
not only to procure luxuries like jewels and exquisite foodstuffs but to
perform the vaster task of transporting, equipping, and feeding armies.
The court Jews operated within a largely Jewish network of finance and
commerce which extended into Holland and Poland.?’

Monarchs employed court Jews on contract because of their ready
connections to sources of credit and to the products of overseas colonies
and Polish granaries. They were valuable to monarchs who sought to
free themselves from their estates’ tax and revenue constraints. Besides
raising money on credit court Jews commuted feudal fees into modern
taxes, producing more revenue for the monarch who did not have to
bargain for it with estate assemblies. Unattached to any estate, the court
Jew was completely the monarch’s man. Indeed, if he turned Christian
he would have lost his class neutrality at home and his status among
fellow court Jews abroad.

A court Jew arranged the financing of Emperor Leopold I's war against
the Turks, another financed the Duke of Hanover’s ambition to become
an elector of the Holy Roman Empire, and still another did the same for
the Duke of Saxony’s desire to wear the crown of Poland. Court Jews
could also serve as scapegoats when needed. A celebrated case was
the versatile, arrogant man of power Joseph Siiss Oppenheimer (1697-
1735). His success in satisfying the absolutist ambitions of his master
Duke Karl Alexander of Wiirttemberg outraged the estates of the duchy.
After the duke died, his ‘Jew Siiss’ was tried and sent to the gallows.*

The court Jew’s hardest task was to collect debts. Only the need to
maintain a modicum of credit for further borrowing compelled some
defaulting rulers to pay, at least partially. The difficulties of collecting
led to extremes of wealth and penury in the court Jews’ lives and even

37 The basic study is Selma Stern, The Court Jew (Philadelphia, 1950).
38 Besides scholarly literature, Oppenheimer was the subject of Lion Feuchtwanger’s
novel Power and the viciously anti-Semitic Nazi film Jud Siiss.
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more so among their heirs, whose inheritance sometimes consisted of
uncollectable claims. In their risky business court Jews who flourished
lived sumptuously. They and their families in some instances adopted
courtly ways, while others adhered to Jewish tradition and even wore
beards. But no court Jew could forget nor was allowed to forget he was a
Jew. Only within their own Jewish community could they feel com-
pletely themselves. Many of them, not always the most pious, became
patrons of rabbinic scholars and published their writings. They founded
such Jewish communities as Leipzig, Dresden, and Kassel by settling
there with their retinues. They often tyrannized over their communi-
ties, high-handedly assessing taxes, installing relatives in key positions,
closing synagogues in a fit of pique, and deciding whom to admit or
keep out. They could also dominate communities which they had not
founded, including Berlin and Frankfurt. Periodically there were com-
munal rebellions against them.

Although the German lands were the court Jews’ arena, they func-
tioned as financial agents in England and France as well, but in a far
reduced role in those economically advanced lands.* Economically
underdeveloped territories provided a large field of activity for them.
When Hungary returned to Habsburg rule after 175 years under the
Turks, Jews began to settle in its little inhabited lands, functioning
as merchants and as purveyors to local military commanders. They
founded the community of Buda.*® Court Jews’ importance declined as
the modern state’s bureaucratic finance and taxation emerged. While
they did much to advance the absolutist state they did not, as some have
said, bring about Jewish emancipation. That was an expression of liber-
alism and equality, not of privilege and absolutism.

The view of the Jew was changing fundamentally but gradually at this
time. This was the great age of Christian Hebrew studies, mainly of the
Bible but to some extent even of rabbinic literature. Some of these schol-
ars acquired a measure of respect for Judaism. Moreover, the thinking of
political leaders and theorists shifted from the theological to a secular

3 P. G. M. Dickson, The Financial Revolution in England: A Study in the Development of
Public Credit (Oxford, 1956), 34, 222 ff., 259, 263-6, 282-3, 292, 306 and esp. 314.

40 Anat Peri, ‘Jewish Settlement in Hungary under the Habsburgs, 1686-1747" (He-
brew), Zion, 63/3 (1998), 319-50.
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conception of the state including its Jews. Enhancing state power be-
came the central political concern, and regimes took particular interest
in the classes and social groups which could do the most towards that
purpose. Religious tolerance had been advocated by such masters as
Jean Bodin in sixteenth-century France, Hugo Grotius in Holland and
John Locke in England during the seventeenth century. Besides reasons
of conscience they observed how religious tolerance aided the peace and
prosperity of the realm. Two contemporary rabbis, Simone Luzzato of
Venice and the already familiar Menasseh ben Israel provided mercan-
tilist arguments for Jewish toleration, arguing that Jews as skilful mer-
chants would amass large profits which they would reinvest rather than
dissipate in luxurious living. Lacking any focus of political loyalty, they
would be intensely devoted to the ruler who treated them fairly. The
leading statesman of his time, Louis XIV’s chief minister Colbert, pro-
tected Jewish merchants in port cities against his king’s inclination to
expel them. On the other hand, Louis XIV did not disturb the substan-
tial Jewish population which he acquired when he annexed Alsace, and
even visited one of its synagogues.

We may conclude with a passage from Spinoza. Taking a critical and
secular approach to Scripture, the great heretic reflected on the Jews’
history and future:

Nay, I could go as far as to believe that if the foundations of their religion had
not emasculated their minds they may even, if occasion offers, rouse up their
empire afresh, and God may a second time elect them.*!

Renewal of their land lay far ahead. The Jews were seeking to improve
their position in Europe or to retain what they had in eastern Europe, as
the eighteenth century flowed ahead.

41 Theological-Political Tractate, ch. 2, end; Elwes translation, p. 56.
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A Rift Opening, 1720-1780

Between 1720 and 1780 the surface of traditional Jewish life changed
little, as most ‘sacred communities’ (kehillot kedoshot) appeared solid
and continued to be governed autonomously by their holy law (ha-
lakhah). Cracks began to appear in the structure of community and reli-
gious life, but they did not appear about to topple. Neither did the social
and economic life of the Jews undergo any basic change except among
a small wealthy minority. Yet the undermining of traditional Jewish life
by capitalism, Enlightenment, and the modern state had already begun,
as we have seen, in the seventeenth century although broad effects were
first felt late in the next century. The revolutionary storm in western
Europe which started in France in 1789 drew much of its power from a
century of critical Enlightenment. Its Jewish version, Haskalah, reached
into the Jewish community. These forces of the modern age were sub-
verting traditional Jewish life in the west but hardly existed yet in the
east or in oriental Jewry. Instead, creative and controversial Hasidism,
although it provoked sharp communal disputes, powerfully strength-
ened traditional religion in Poland and Russia. However, continued eco-
nomic backwardness in eastern Europe and oriental lands meant deep
poverty which probably aggravated communal splintering.

During the eighteenth century some Jews found their way into select
society in western lands. Religious toleration, confined about 1700 to
Holland and England, in the course of the eighteenth century became
the general opinion of educated persons. Yet Frederick II of Prussia, per-
sonally an educated atheist, subordinated religious toleration to his
conception of the needs of the state. Toleration for the Jews in any case
remained far short of social and political acceptance. It became easier as
the pressure of Christian churches and doctrines against Judaism some-
what lessened, except for the implacable papal absolutism in Rome and
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adjacent states under papal rule. Implacable in a secular fashion was the
state-building regime of the Protestant Prussian kings, culminating in
Frederick II's ‘General Jewish Regulations’ of 1750. It codified Prussia’s
policy of allowing only ‘useful’ Jews, especially industrial entrepreneurs,
to settle, and of extracting from them the maximum revenue and re-
stricting their opportunities to live as Jews. Such ‘protected’ Jews could
bequeath their privilege to only one child, seldom to two. Some Jews
without resident rights anywhere in German lands joined bandit gangs,
to the scandal of respectable Jews. When they were caught Jewish
bandits like others of their ilk ended on the gallows.!

Sectarian Continuity

Beneath open Jewish life two groups existed furtively. They were the
Marranos, already discussed, and the varieties of Sabbatians with vary-
ing degrees of attachment to Judaism and the community. For the
attenuated remainder of the Marranos’ Jewish identity there was no
tolerance. The final onslaught by the Spanish Inquisition occurred after
the discovery of a clandestine synagogue in Madrid in 1720. It was the
last campaign against judaizing if only because almost no one remained
to persecute.? The Portuguese Inquisition was stripped of its powers dur-
ing the 1750s and was abolished soon after. With few Marrano refugees
left to arrive in tolerant countries, their tragic, dramatic history virtually
expired in the middle of the eighteenth century. Yet family recollec-
tions linger to the present day, and in 1917 a community of Marranos
was discovered intact in a remote Portuguese village.

Subterranean Judaism of another sort, Sabbatianism, entered the pe-
riod of its greatest vitality three and four decades after the great eruption

! Rudolf Glanz, Geschichte des niederen jiidischen Volkes in Deutschland (New York,
1968), and ‘Gypsies and Jews’, in Carsten Kuther, Réiuber and Gauner in Deutschland
(Gottingen, 1976), 24-7.

2 1. S. Revah, Revue des études juives, 118 (1959-60), 4; Henry Kamen, The Spanish
Inquisition (New York, 1968), 227-8; on the pressures behind Inquisitorial persecutions
see the remarks of P. Chaunu, ‘Inquisition et vie quotidienne dans I’Amérique espag-
nole au xviie siécle,” Annales, 11/2 (April-June, 1956), 235; Cecil Roth, A History of the
Marranos (Philadelphia, 1932), 344-54.
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of 1666-7. It too continued at a gradually slackening pace throughout
the century. Some Sabbatian believers abandoned Judaism and followed
their apostate messiah into Islam, but the majority of Sabbatians ap-
peared proper Jews. They kept their true beliefs furtive and wrote their
religious works in code language. Thus the rabbinical brothers Jacob
Koppel and Hayyim Lifschitz wrote learned mystical works. Jacob depre-
cated Sabbatianism, but he was actually a master of Sabbatian code lan-
guage. His contemporary and fellow townsman R. Israel Baal Shem Tov
(Besht), the founder of Hasidism, did not penetrate the code language
and praised Lifschitz highly. The younger Lifschitz, on the other hand,
was openly heretical. Rabbinical and communal authorities attempted
to curb these seemingly pious heretics.® Sabbatians were identifiable by
such pious habits as frequent citation of the verse, ‘Do not bless them
and do not curse them’ (Numbers 23: 25) and daily recited specified
psalms in a fixed order, into which they read Sabbatian meanings.*
When R. Ezekiel Landau of Prague heard from his Polish home town of
Opatow that a Sabbatian was moving to Prague, a centre of the sect, he
reacted tersely, ‘Should he come to our community I shall harass him
properly.” R. Landau’s vigilance was far surpassed by the zealotry of his
contemporary R. Jacob Emden. Like his father Haham Zvi Ashkenazi
an outstanding Talmudist, Emden as a private scholar in Hamburg and
Altona spent much of his life ferreting out concealed Sabbatians, and
publishing tract upon tract exposing Sabbatian formulas concealed in
pious works of learning. Emden’s antennae detected Sabbatianism in
the works of the eminent Rabbi Jonathan Eybeschuetz of Metz, setting
off years of furious controversy. Modern research has upheld Emden’s
accusation.’

One of numerous cases where Orthodox piety and Sabbatianism
mingled appears in the life and writings of Moses Hayyim Luzzatto
(1707-47) of Padua,® a wonder child in poetry, exegesis, philosophy,

3 Fzekiel Landau, Noda biYhudah, 11, Yoreh Deah, no. 6.

* Ibid., II, Hoshen Mishpat, no. 16; I, Yoreh Deah, no. 93, dated 1776.

5 M.A. Perlmutter, R. Yehonatan Eibeschutz ve-Yahaso el ha-Shabta’ut (Hebrew; Rabbi
Jonathan Eibeschuetz’s Attitude to Sabbatianism) (Jerusalem, 1946).

¢ Isaiah Tishbi, Netivey Emunah u-Minut (Hebrew; Paths of Faith and Heresy) (Ramat
Gan, 1964), 169-204, and other studies by him.
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and mysticism who had an adoring band of disciples. For his poetic
dramas Luzzatto has even been credited the first modern Hebrew writer,
while his beautiful ethical work, ‘The Path of the Just’ (Mesillat Yesharim)
is widely studied to the present day. He believed he was receiving guid-
ance from on high by a heavenly mentor (maggid). Luzzatto’s mysticism
led to messianic speculation, provoking attacks by Emden and other
anti-Sabbatian warriors which compelled the already famous young
Luzzatto to cease mystical study. He had not taken to heresy but, as
appears from recent research by I. Tishbi, his thinking contained under-
tones of the notorious doctrine of the ‘holiness of sin’ and an ‘under-
standing’ of Sabbetai Zvi’s apostasy. Upon his marriage a year later a
fresh stream of poetry gushed forth, in which Luzzatto imagined him-
self the bridegroom messiah. When the brilliant young man backslid in
1735, new antagonists were added to the old ones.

Compared to the talent and personal magnetism of the young Luz-
zatto the rabbis who pursued him may appear dogmatic and inquisi-
torial. Yet they were convinced, not without reason, that Sabbatianism
was insidiously subverting Judaism and had to be uprooted. Finally, in
1743, Luzzatto and his family moved to the Holy Land, where they
perished of the plague in Tiberias four years later. Moses Hayyim Luz-
zatto’s tragic career shows what could befall a brilliantly endowed man
who played with Sabbatian fire while he wished to be reckoned a proper
Jew. Although his travail took place on the eve of the Jewish Enlighten-
ment, the range of his ideas and the sanctions which were imposed on
him belonged to the traditional community.

Sabbatianism existed not only in western Europe, where the small
Jewish population would soon be affected towards a different direction
by the Enlightenment. Among the Jewish masses in eastern Europe, Sab-
batian recluses, ascetics and preachers constituted a distinct, covert sect
whose centre was in Podolia, where they carried on without much need
for secrecy. Some towns, such as Zolkiev, became known as Sabbatian
hotbeds where sectarian teachers and holy men spread doctrines of
anarchic religious life and the holiness of sin. They virtually inverted
the symbols of Judaism and enveloped their believers in a fervent, secret
cult. The believers felt redeemed and superior to other Jews, whom they
called heretics (an inversion!). The sense of negating the established



A Rift Opening, 1720-1780 | 65

order and of furtive redemption by doctrines held in private recalls the
lure which Communism once had for many of ‘the brightest and the
best’. Sabbatianism'’s extent and influence are debatable, but something
was amiss when learned Talmudists leading outwardly pious and fre-
quently ascetic lives secretly repudiated their religious principles by
such acts as eating on days of fast, consuming leavened foods on Pass-
over, and reciting heretical prayers. The loud accusations of Sabbatian-
ism hurled by men like Emden were documented and, as contemporary
research has demonstrated, generally true. The belief that Sabbetai Zvi
would reappear soon or that he never died inspired a consciousness
which differed from that of the masses of Jews whose ingrained caution
about messianism had been tightened by the débacle of 1666. As de-
cades passed and Sabbetai did not reappear, many believers lost faith.
The frustrations continued into a new generation of unchastened be-
lievers and finally burst forth in the Frankist movement discussed
below, starting in the late 1750s.

Numerical Increase

A striking Jewish population increase began in western Europe during
the eighteenth century. The number of Jews was increasing faster than
that of the population of Europe. About 1650 there were some 500,000
Jews among 100 million Europeans. One hundred years later there
were 140 million Europeans and the Jewish population seems to have
doubled, showing that the ‘vital revolution’ among the Jews had begun.
By 1800 there were 188 million Europeans, in 1850 266 million, and 400
million in 1900, while the number of Jews, whose overseas emigration
rate was far higher than Europe’s during this period, jumped from
approximately 1 million to 8.85 million. No sure explanation exists for
the Jewish ‘vital revolution’, but the most widespread is increased food
supply, although masses remained hungry. Plagues were almost elimi-
nated, and the famines which periodically decimated Europe’s popula-
tion came less and less often. Even wars were mainly naval and colonial
or took place in limited regions of the continent.

Polish Jewry continued to dominate European Jewry numerically. It
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was counted in the unique Polish census of 1765, even though its Jew-
ish data, while invaluable, also illustrate the pitfalls and shortcomings
of census figures. The task of counting the Jews was imposed upon local
rabbis and community leaders, who had to swear upon the Torah scroll
that they had counted everyone. Just the same a substantial proportion
was uncounted. Since the avowed purpose of the undertaking was to
levy a per capita tax and, the Jews suspected, also to recruit Jewish boys
for the army, many youths and resident servants disappeared on the day
of the enumeration. The official Jewish totals were 430,009 for Poland
and 157,649 for Lithuania, plus 6.35 per cent added for infants under 1
year old who were not counted. How many were missed is unknown; R.
Mabhler, who studied the census intensively,” suggests about 20 per cent.
If so, about 550,000 Jews lived in Poland, including Galicia and the
Ukraine, and 200,000 in Lithuania, including White Russia. When this
total is compared with the approximately 400,000 Jews living there
when the disasters of 1648-60 concluded, Polish and Lithuanian Jewry
nearly doubled in a century, unaided by sanitary, medical, or nutri-
tional improvements. Yet peasants who would have found large families
economically valuable, unlike traders and craftsmen, did not make the
population of Poland increase.®

The Jewish population of the Ottoman empire, which in 1650 had
been approximately the same as Poland’s, was stagnating and perhaps
decreasing. Demographic stagnation of the Jewish and general Balkan
population was a cause of the empire’s economic decline. It has been
reckoned with fair reliability that about 0.5 per cent of the I million
households in European Turkey, whose size was uncertain, were Jewish.
Assuming five per household, we find some 25,000 Jews in the Balkans
plus the previously mentioned 12,000 in Salonika. In the Anatolian
town of Bursa and elsewhere in Turkish lands, Jewish merchants func-
tioned as moneylenders and tax gatherers until their impoverishment
late in the seventeenth century. By the mid-eighteenth century the

7 Raphael Mahler, Yidn in Amolikn Poiln in Likht fun Tsiffern (2 vols., Warsaw, 1958).

8 Jacek Kochanowicz, ‘The Peasant Family as an Economic Unit in the Polish Feudal
Economy of the Eighteenth Century’, in R. Wall, J. Robin, and P. Laslett (eds), Family
Forms in Historic Europe (Cambridge, 1983), 153-66. The chapter on Russia, ibid. 105-
26, is appropriately called ‘A Large Family: The Peasant’s Greatest Wealth'.
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Ottoman empire’s lag in economic policy and military technique, as
well as its cultural immobility, left it a medieval realm overtaken by
rapidly modernizing states.” Its once proud Jewish communities like-
wise decayed as they lost the mercantile vigour and cultural and lin-
guistic skills which had made them a valued Ottoman connection to
Europe. When Ottoman rule in the Balkans ended and most of it joined
the Habsburg realm during the eighteenth century, a new market
opened for Balkan Jewry. Their merchants, many of them settled Jews
from other Ottoman regions, began to prosper from trade with western
Europe.™

Long-established German and Bohemian communities posted major
increases during the eighteenth century. Prussia, starting its long march
to power, had no more than 3,000 Jews about 1720 but ten times that
many in 1780. Forty to fifty thousand Jews were scattered among hun-
dreds of Bavarian villages, and an equal number could be found in
Bohemia and the rest of Germany. Alsace, which with Lorraine came
under French rule in 1689, had 6,800 Jews in 1716, who numbered
13,600 in 1766 and 19,600 on the eve of the revolution in 1789.
England and the Netherlands both increased sharply from perhaps
2,0001in 1720 to 6,000 in 1789, and from 7,000 to 20,000 respectively in
the same time span. The Jewish increase in Poland just mentioned
occurred when the country existed as a republic of almost feudal nobles
who elected an almost powerless monarch and ruled a mass of enserfed
peasants. Even towns were ruled not by the monarch but by nobles or
episcopal nobles. Brody, the largest Jewish community of the time, was
chartered in 1699 by the Sobieski magnates, whose power and wealth
exceeded kings’. They granted generous privileges to the Jews, whom
they wanted in order to build up Brody’s commerce. The Jews consti-
tuted a majority of its population. However, the cash-starved monarchy
was always responsive to pleas and money offers from its subjects for the

¢ Hayyim Gerber, ‘Jews in the Economic Life of the Anatolian City of Bursa in the
17th century: Comments and Documents’ (Hebrew) Sefunot, Ns 1/16 (1980), 235-72;
Norman Itzkowitz, ‘Eighteenth Century Ottoman Realities’, Studia Islamica, 16 (1962),
73-95; Bernard Lewis, ‘Some Reflections on the Decline of the Ottoman Empire’, ibid. 9
(1958), 111-27.

10 Traian Stoianovich, ‘The Conquering Balkan Orthodox Merchant’, Journal of Eco-
nomic History, 20/2 (June, 1960), 234-313, esp. 244-8.
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privilege ‘of not tolerating the Jews’ (de non tolerandis judaeis) to live in
their midst. Numerous church estates in the region of Cracow, called
Little Poland, kept out the Jews. In non-tolerating Warsaw, then a small
place, Jews resided in a suburb within a magnate’s jurisdiction (juridika)
and could enter the town on business. This practice went on in some
other non-tolerating towns as well. It of course nettled Christian
burghers who had paid well to keep Jews out, and led to many a scuffle
and endless complaints and lawsuits. Magnates generally wanted Jews
and cared nothing for non-toleration demands from their subject towns
as long as the Jews paid to remain.

Jews and Polish Magnate Nobility

The grain, timber, and cattle which Poland provided for western Europe
were grown on estates which sometimes attained great size and ex-
ploited the labour of thousands of serfs. On these plantations, which
contained villages and sizeable towns, Jews played a role of singular im-
portance. They lived on the estates in communities, but a noble owner
might contract with an individual Jew to manage his affairs. As a group,
the Jews could deal in all forms of commerce and crafts, and they paid
much higher taxes than Christians. Jewish estate stewards collected
dues owed the lord by his servile peasants, as well as the fees for using his
monopolies such as distilled whisky and the mill. Jews sold whisky in
taverns and manned toll-houses to collect from travellers who used the
lord’s highway, which had to operate every day. With sources of liveli-
hood poor and limited, experts in halakhah had to find means to cir-
cumvent its stringent rules against doing business on the Sabbath. This
was usually accomplished by some form of partnership with a Christian
who worked on Saturdays and received that day’s revenue and profit.
Jews were also prominent in a more exciting and profitable enterprise
as river merchants, accepting produce from estates and convoying it
in flotillas down tributaries into the Vistula river for sale at Danzig
(Gdansk), like Warsaw a non-tolerating town which Jews could enter to
do business. Given the differences, the lore and atmosphere of Polish
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river traffic somewhat resembles tales of nineteenth-century Mississippi
river steamboats. M. J. Rosman’s recent study has shown Jewish mer-
chant shippers travelling more often, carrying more kinds of goods, and
bringing higher income to the flotillas which they organized. The river
fleets took Jewish merchants into account by not loading or embarking
on Saturdays. Even more than in river freight Jews were prominent in
the overland trade from Poland to Germany, whose focal points were
the fairs, especially at Leipzig and Breslau. Jews dealt there with one
another and with others who converged from many parts of Germany.!!

A key position on the magnate’s estate was held by the man, virtually
always a Jew, who leased the estate as a whole for a fixed period (the
arrenda, arrendator). Noble owners of several estates usually employed an
arrendator for each, if only because hardly anyone had sufficient means
or credit to undertake one vast arrenda. The arrendator might then sub-
lease to other Jews parts of his lease, such as taxes and charges on liquor,
mills, fishponds, warehouses, and tobacco. He thus controlled the liveli-
hoods of dozens or even hundreds of Jews, but he had to deal with his
despotic noble (Polish pan or Hebrew poritz). The Jews were not serfs
but they had to endure the arrendator like some tyrannical noble. Some
Polish nobles were hard-headed but rational rulers while others, or
even the same man, might behave with whimsical generosity or cap-
ricious cruelty. Such was the outcome of unfettered, irresponsible noble
rule. Life under the tyrant was worse for the serfs, but there are stories
of Jewish children held hostage for their fathers’ debts and in danger
of conversion, Jewish debtors imprisoned in a dungeon, and more.
The only recourse was to flee or to invoke the aid of the Jewish com-
munity.

Notwithstanding the Jews’ autonomous privileges, nobles occasion-
ally interfered in Jewish judicial processes. A noble could force Jews to
resort to his manorial court, against the Jewish community’s demand
that Jews litigate in its own courts. There were instances where the noble
intervened in the selection of a community’s rabbi. The kahal claimed

M. J. Rosman, The Lord’s Jews: Magnate-Jewish Relations in the Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth during the Eighteenth Century (Cambridge, Mass., 1990); Hermann Kel-
lenbenz, The Rise of the European Economy: An Economic History of Continental Europe from
the Fifteenth to the Eighteenth Century, rev. and ed. G. Benecke (London, 1976), 158-9.
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the right to approve the arrendator or at least his sub-lessees and to
protect them by granting hazakah, tenure, to their sub-leases. The reali-
ties were different. Rarely could a magnate be restrained by Jewish com-
munity rules from dealing as he wished with whom he wished, and the
arrendator seldom allowed the kahal a voice in his business affairs. In
fact, the arrendator’s economic power and his closeness to the noble car-
ried over into communal life. He with his family and dependants often
took over the community and thwarted its attempts to regulate Jewish
economic affairs. They nepotistically installed unfit or immature com-
munity rabbis, like medieval and Renaissance potentates who arranged
high church offices for their relatives. The Jewish oligarchs levied com-
munity taxes and, it was often charged, avoided their fair share and
played fast and loose with community funds.

Community Conflicts

The extensive writings of contemporary preachers (maggidim) and ‘ad-
monishers’ (mokhihim) describe and lament the state of affairs from the
standpoint of pious Jews. Often their complaints against immodesty
and impiety and boorishness are stereotyped, but there are also sharp
observations concerning the tangible realities of their day. These mag-
gidim were not social reformers but mainly mystical pietists who felt
moved to protest by the wrongs of Jewish community life. Sometimes
they reported what poor, oppressed Jews were heard saying, such as,
‘What do we need a kahal for? It only makes us miserable and poor.’? In
1744 an uprising even occurred in Opatow against the control of the
community by the Landau family. The family complained to the lord of
the town, who thereupon tried and punished the rebels.’* One moralist
assails ‘informers, who always increase in power and number. Any Jew
in a lawsuit with another Jew must go with him to the Gentile courts of
the noble-judge. This is because the informer promptly tells the noble

12 Quoted in B. Dinur, ‘The Origins of Hasidism and its Social and Messianic Foun-
dations’ (Hebrew), Be-Mifnieh ha-Dorot (Jerusalem, 1955), 96, translated in G. D. Hun-
dert, Essential Papers on Hasidism (New York, 1991), 86-225.

13 Hundert, Essential Papers, 124-33.
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whatever is happening among the Jews.” Other men of power, ‘criminals
and rebels’, threatened to resort to the non-Jewish court in case the Jew-
ish court’s verdict went against them.!* The ‘informer’ might have been
the arrendator, performing an unofficial duty of keeping his lord posted
on affairs among the Jews and among the peasantry as well. Repeatedly
he was assailed for ‘turning over Jewish money to the Gentile nations’,
probably referring to his role as tax collector. Charity from such a man
should be scorned, since ‘against every penny of charity he gives there is
robbery from hundreds’.’® Another moralist lamented the debasement
of rabbinic office,

the widespread practice in our day by which every rich man having a son or
son-in-law even if merely twenty years of age, does his utmost to place him in
a rabbinic position at once. It is even more so with the major rabbis of large
communities. Without effort but sometimes by coercion they manage to place
their sons and sons-in-law in the rabbinate of a community under their juris-
diction . . . The townsmen are unable to protest and must subordinate their
wishes to those of the important rabbi because they fear him, and sometimes
on account of some flattery or material benefit. There are many such cases.!®

The forthright R. Berekhiah Berakh denounced these beneficiaries of
nepotism as greedy men who kept a yeshiva only to collect tuition fees,
lent money to Jews at forbidden interest, and expected gifts from the
parties involved before hearing a case at law."’

Rabbinic office had always been keenly desired, and influence and
money were omnipresent when selections were made. In fragmented
eighteenth-century Poland, however, money matters dictated com-
munal affairs to an extent which brought the communal order into dis-
repute. Central communal bodies, including the Council of Four Lands,
sank into impotence. Heavily in debt since the 1650s, the Council had
great difficulty in servicing it. Council oligarchs were compelled to ‘roll
over’ debts when they came due, thus increasing the principal. Lords or

4 Anon., Tohorat Kodesh (Holy Purity) (Belazorka, 1806), 22b.

15 Joseph ben Judah Yudel, Yesod Yosef (Homilies), many edns., ch. 36.

16 Tohorat Kodesh, part 2, 9a.

17 Little is known of him, and his name may be R. Berekhiah Berakh, Zera Barekh ha-
Shelishi (Frankfurt am Main, 1738), 14b.
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monasteries were the creditors, for whom Jewish community loans were
a good investment. The reforming Sejm of 1764, acting in the new spirit
of ending independent jurisdictions, abolished the Council of Four
Lands and divided up its debts among local Jewish communities. Few
Jews mourned the Council’s demise.

Many rabbis as well as plain people committed to traditional values
lamented the low level to which rabbinic culture was said to be sinking
in large areas of its east European heartland. From its own negative
standpoint the Jewish Enlightenment in western Europe and its succes-
sors to the east considered traditional Jewish rabbinic culture desiccated
and exhausted. Yet eighteenth-century rabbinic culture boasted repre-
sentatives as outstanding as those of past centuries. Ethical and responsa
literature was notable and prolific, and the nascent Hasidic movement
contributed brilliantly to Jewish thought. The difference, then, between
traditional culture of the eighteenth and of earlier centuries was not in-
ternal but in a changed environment. Jewish traditional culture rested
on foundations of faith and revelation which it had in common for cen-
turies with Christianity and Islam. By the eighteenth century, however,
science, rationalism, and secularism were far advanced in their victori-
ous struggle for the intellectual domination of the western world. Their
victory had to widen greatly the gap between modern western and tra-
ditional Jewish cultures. To contemporary and later Jewish critics this
cultural gap only demonstrated how antiquated Jewish culture had be-
come.

Two eighteenth-century rabbis of the highest calibre may serve to ex-
emplify the continuing vitality of rabbinic culture within its methods
and categories. They are Elijah ben Solomon, called the Gaon (Excel-
lence; abbrev. GR’A) of Vilna (1720-97),'® and the rabbi of Prague
Ezekiel Landau (1713-93). R. Elijah had been a child prodigy, capable at
the age of 6 of a Talmudic discourse before a learned congregation. He
grew up to be an ascetic Talmudic scholar of heroic diligence and erudi-
tion, the culture hero of Talmudic learning, for whom rigorous piety
and ceaseless study were the central values. Without a formal position
in his community, he was recognized as its religious head. R. Elijah’s

18 A recent study is Immanuel Etkes, The Gaon of Vilna: The Man and his Image (He-
brew) (Jerusalem, 1998).
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writings are mainly textual notes which display critical acumen before
the age of philological scholarship, and biblical commentaries which
combine the rational and grammatical with the homiletic and mystical.
Solely in the interest of clarifying Talmudic subject matter, he studied
basic mathematics and astronomy. He brought renewed attention to the
relatively neglected Talmud Yerushalmi, and emphasized the study of
the earliest commentators and glossators. The yeshiva in its modern in-
stitutional form was founded by his disciples. From his broader circle
came settlers in Eretz Yisrael who renewed its Ashkenazic community
and moulded its religious image for generations. The Gaon of Vilna was
a devoted mystic, but would have no truck with messianic mysticism. It
is not surprising that he viewed both Frankism and Hasidism as perver-
sions of religion, and fought them unremittingly from 1772 until his
death. So powerful was his influence that Hasidim thought it worth
while to fabricate a story that on his deathbed he recanted his opposi-
tion to them. Soon after his death the persecutions ceased. The attrac-
tion to many Talmud students of Hasidic spirituality was countered in
Nefesh ha-Hayyim by the Gaon'’s disciple Rabbi Hayyim of Volozhin. To
him, and no doubt to the Gaon, the world’s very existence depends on
intensive study of sacred texts even more than on prayer.

Unlike his Vilna contemporary, Rabbi Ezekiel Landau of Prague, who
came from Poland, where his family dominated the community of
Opatow, was the active religious head of Prague’s Jewish community,
the largest in German-speaking lands. Loyal to the persecuting Maria
Theresa and the reforming Joseph II, he was virtually chief rabbi of the
Habsburg lands. The Prague rabbi’s deepest concern was to retain tradi-
tional Jewish life as the basis common to all Jews, and to do so certain
compromises were acceptable. In his later years he had to deal with the
Jewish Enlightenment which did not yet exist in Vilna of the GR’A. As
mentioned elsewhere, he also contended with Sabbatians and Frankists,
to whom he gave no quarter. The Hasidic movement, the bane of the
Gaon of Vilna, hardly touched Bohemia. R. Landau delivered periodic
discourses to his community in a tone which ranged from sternness to
endearment. Some of them probably touched sensitive nerves. The
offences which he lists include neglecting the study of the Torah for
trivial pursuits (but not yet for reading Enlightenment writings). R.
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Landau castigated his community for failing to resort to its court (beth
din), preferring arbitration or the secular courts. He described and de-
nounced the contrivances which were employed to circumvent the
stringent prohibition against taking interest from Jews. One may specu-
late that businessmen immersed in commercial capitalism, constantly
lending and borrowing, may have regarded the halakhah as too confin-
ing, even when the head of the beth din was an acknowledged master
like R. Landau.”

R. Landau’s writings contain little if any mystical content, even when
their theme was exile and redemption of which he often spoke. If his
beth din did not receive all the local cases which he thought it should,
halakhic queries reached him from all over the Jewish world: 855 re-
sponsa constitute his main work, Noda biYhudah, one of the pinnacles of
responsa literature and much used in rabbinic jurisprudence to the pre-
sent day.?’ The place held by R. Landau among the greatest rabbis is due
not only to his eminence in rabbinics, but also to its combination with
resourceful communal leadership.

Frankism

During the prime of the two great rabbis Sabbatianism entered a new
and radical phase. In the career of Jacob Frank (1726-91), the nihilistic
implications in Sabbatian doctrines were fully acted out. Even the Ha-
sidic movement at its outset, founded by Israel ben Eliezer (1700-60) of
Miedzyborz in Podolia, probably contained some Sabbatian residue un-
known to itself. Frankism and Hasidism differed fundamentally, but
neither possessed any associations outside Judaism. Attempts to link

19 Ezekiel Landau, Derushey ha-Zelah (repr. Jerusalem, 1966), no. 8, par. 10, 14, 15.

20 The two volumes, first published in 1777 and 1790, received the compliment of
commentaries and novellae by later rabbis, rare for works of responsa. Its rulings in-
clude authorization to shave on the intermediate days of festivals, the first opening to-
wards allowing autopsies to be performed, and a finding that sturgeon was kosher
although its scales, the criterion for a kosher fish, fell off when it was out of the water.
(The latter ruling did not receive general acceptance, and observant Jews do not con-
sume sturgeon or caviar. But the South African kingklip fish, similar to sturgeon, was
recently ruled kosher in that country on the basis of R. Landau’s ruling.)
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Hasidism with contemporary European pietism or ‘enthusiasm’ have
not gone beyond assertions.

Jacob Frank, of average family background and education, had an
adventurous career as a merchant who like many of his kind crossed the
Polish-Turkish border back and forth. In Turkey he was drawn to Sab-
batian circles and became familiar with their doctrines. Back in Poland
during the 1750s, he came forward as the despot and ideologist of the
sect which he founded. With cunning magnetism Frank led his follow-
ers further than many of them meant to go, binding them to himself by
compelling them to avow their faith openly and to take part without
concealment in blasphemous sexual and religious rituals. Frank’s doc-
trines were expressed in aphorisms which emphasized his own majesty
and grossness and contemptuously rejected the Talmud and Jewish tra-
dition. The God of Israel was placed remotely beyond another deity
whose direct emissary was Frank himself. He and a few renegade rabbis
co-operated in 1756 with a Catholic Church ‘trial’ of the Talmud in
Lwow for supposed blasphemies. Jewish leaders argued that an attack on
the Talmud infringed their right to practise their religion and refused to
debate. Many folios of the Talmud were put to the torch.

Worse was to come. After most of them followed their leader into the
Catholic Church, the Frankists collaborated with some clergy in a blood
libel. This calumny, long repudiated by the papacy itself, brought an-
other public trial of Judaism. Soon after it recessed inconclusively, a
blood libel was concocted at a cost of Jewish lives. Frank profited little
from all this, since the clergy became suspicious of his Catholic sincer-
ity and had him imprisoned at the pilgrimage town of Czestochowa for
twelve years. Perhaps the shrine of Mary at his prison inspired Frank’s
doctrine of the female semi-deity ‘Matron’. If so, it demonstrates his
openness to influences from any religion. His teachings were direct,
stressing simple motifs for his several thousand followers, above all
complete submission to himself:

Everything must be done with total dedication. There will be a day when they
will want to make you distant from me and will say to you, ‘Go away!” Who-
ever goes away from me will stay far away and be banished forever, and who-
ever stays with me will have the privilege of being with me forever . . . Things
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which are sweet at the start are bitter at the end, and when the beginning is
bitter the end is sweet. When I said bitter things to you then you must suffer in
silence until you have the privilege of feeling the sweetness. . . If you do in awe
and devotion everything I order you, then you will enjoy a great reward. . .2!

To his followers’ wives, submission and acceptance meant subservience
to Frank’s sexual mastery and taking part in his orgies. He flaunted his
libertinism. Not every husband was complaisant, however, and Frank’s
lust caused departures from his movement. But he always saw great
things ahead. In his crude apocalyptic vision, during ‘bloodshed in the
world . . . we shall find what we have lost and are looking for. Turbid
waters are good for catching fish, so when the world fills with bloodshed
we shall catch what belongs to us.’ Frank and his new heavens and new
earth were abhorred by the Jews. Frankists were placed under ban in
communities where they did remain within Judaism, but their mission-
aries spread the word. Jacob Frank died in 1791, succeeded by his daugh-
ter Eva until her death in 1816.

The founders’ descendants were not Jews nor were they really Christ-
ians, but they did become models of propriety who kept the flamboyant
indecencies of Frank and his contemporaries closeted by concealing the
sect’s early writings. The writings surfaced for one historian during the
1890s and disappeared again. Only a few years ago, however, a Polish
manuscript ‘Chronicle’ and ‘Sayings of the Master’ came to light, and
the revealing ‘Chronicle’ has been published.?

Aside from the interest which inheres in the person of Frank and in
his sect emerging from late eighteenth-century Polish Jewry, a broader
interest exists in Frankism. Nihilism, brazenness, and the glorification
of bravery foreshadow a secularized world to be ushered in by the Euro-
pean revolutionary era. Frankist descendants included prominent Pol-
ish entrepreneurs and nationalists who knew of their forebears. One
Frankist descendant on his mother’s side was the great Polish romantic
poet Adam Mickiewicz.

21 Alexander Kraushar, Frank vaAdato (Hebrew; Frank and his Community) (Warsaw,
1895), 120-1.

22 Hillel Levine (ed. and trans.), Ha-Khronika—Teudah le-Toldot Yaakov Frank u-
Tenuato (Eng. title: The Kronika—On Jacob Frank and the Frankist Movement) (Jerusalem,
1984).
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Hasidism

The Jewish community’s outrage over Frankism made it suspicious of
another new movement, Hasidism. Actually, the Hasidic movement
was altogether different from Frankism. True, it was somewhat critical of
religious and communal leaders, it restructured religious authority, and
it altered the scale of religious values. Above all, however, the entirety of
Jewish law was unquestioningly accepted by Hasidism as sacred and
binding. There was no overt sexuality, no contact with other religions,
no nihilism, no messianic pretender.?? Many Hasidic religious ideas
were expressed by eighteenth-century Polish Jewish pietists,?* before
they became distinctively Hasidic.?®

Hasidism began with the appealing figure of Israel ben Eliezer (1699/
1700-1760),% born to humble, pious parents in Podolia province. As a
child he was but a fair pupil who loved stories and nature. By the time
Israel attained manhood his parents were dead and he was on his own.
He found work as an assistant schoolmaster, leading children to and
from the schoolmaster’s house in the dark and mud and entertaining

23 This must be somewhat modified on account of the recent messianic pretensions
of the Rebbe of Lubavich who lived in New York City from his arrival in 1940 until his
death in 1992. He did not directly lay claim to the status of Messiah, although his
followers fervently did without his veto and generated world-wide publicity. No one
except the Rebbe’s followers accepted him as messiah, and most Orthodox Jews con-
sidered the claim scandalous. When the Rebbe of Lubavich died without an heir, the
claims were abandoned except by a few who would not even believe that he had gone
the way of all flesh.

24 An invaluable collection of up-to-date studies is Ada Rappaport-Albert (ed), Ha-
sidism Reappraised (London, 1996).

25 As shown fully in Mendel Piekarz, Bi-ymey Zemihat ha-Hasidut (Hebrew; When Ha-
sidism Grew) (Jerusalem, 1978). Although outdated and its interpretation of Hasidism
as a lower-class social movement is now rejected, Simon Dubnov, Toldot ha-Hasidut
(first publ. 1930; repr. Tel Aviv, n.d.) remains the only substantial account of the move-
ment before 1815. Important contemporary articles, many translated from Hebrew, are
gathered in G. D. Hundert (ed), Essential Papers on Hasidism (New York, 1991). Another
important collection in translation is Joseph Weiss, Studies in Eastern European Jewish
Mysticism (Oxford, 1985); of great importance is the same author’s ‘The Beginning of
the Hasidic Way’ (Hebrew), Zion, 16 (1951), 46-105.

26 Recent, iconoclastic and authoritative is Moshe Rosman, Founder of Hasidism: In
Quest of the Historical Ba'al Shem Tov (Berkeley/Los Angeles, 1996).
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them with stories and parables. When the time for marriage arrived, a
match was arranged with the local rabbi’s daughter who was a divorcee
and therefore available for a humble teacher to ‘marry up’. The rabbi
died before the wedding and his son and successor, R. Gerson of Kitov,
was incredulous when Israel came to claim his bride. When he proved
the match had been made, the status-conscious rabbi, dismayed to have
so unsuitable a brother-in-law, persuaded the new couple to move to the
Carpathian mountains. There they earned a hard living by hauling clay
twice weekly to the local market.

Nothing about Israel’s career up to then showed promise of distinc-
tion. His socially advantageous marriage did not gain him a place in the
local circle of men of the spirit. But the years he spent in the mountains
were decisive for his formation. His plentiful spare time was not devoted
to Talmud study as tradition recommended, but to mystical study and
long contemplative tramps in the forest. His extensive reading included,
it appears, the voluminous manuscript writings of the Vilna cobbler
Heshel Zoref (1633-1700) who had been ‘born again’ into Sabbatianism.
Unaware of the heresy concealed within them, Israel reportedly thought
highly of his works, although Sabbatianism itself left him untouched.
He and his wife returned from the mountains about 1736, and he soon
made a reputation as an exorcist and folk healer of illnesses, mental
depression (the probable meaning of ‘melancholy’, marah shehorah),
childlessness and the like by means of mystical prayers and amulets, and
by invoking the Divine Name. These gained him the title ‘Good Master
of the [Divine] Name’, Ba’al shem tov or its acronym Besht, by which he
is generally known. Yet he did not differ essentially from others who
practised them and he did not rank high in the local spiritual circle. Per-
haps it was the quest for such recognition which brought Israel to settle
in Miedzyborz. For a few years about 1740 he dwelt free in that com-
munity’s house, which implies that he was well regarded by the powers
that were.

During the 1740s Israel intended to visit the Holy Land, perhaps to
enhance his spiritual credentials, but he never went. One of the few
authentic biographical sources is his letter to his rabbinical brother-in-
law, telling of his heavenly vision on Rosh ha-Shanah, 1746. Sinners
had entreated Israel to undertake the perilous ascent which would
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elevate his sanctity and might assist in their forgiveness. He ascended
heavenward with his teacher Ahiyah of Shiloh, the biblical seer who
foretold and endorsed the splitting of Solomon’s kingdom.?” Israel
entered the Messiah’s presence, saw him sitting with the sages of the
Mishnah and other holy men and enquired, ‘When will our Master
come?’ The Messiah replied that he would appear on earth when his
suppliant’s ‘teachings become known and spread wide in the world, and
your fount gushes forth. What I have taught you and you have grasped,
they too can.” Mass recitation of mystical prayers and other pious acts
would bring the Messiah, meaning that mystical devotion had to leave
the circle of the elect. Two years later, also on Rosh ha-Shanah, another
vision foretold what had already happened but Israel did not know, the
cessation of Haidamak pogroms against Ukrainian Jews due to the
spread of a lethal epidemic.

Below the level of these empyrean visions and mystic prescriptions,
Israel Besht as Good Master of the Name taught things accessible to
ordinary people. Man, placed in God’s world, was religiously bound to
rejoice in it and in performing the commandments of the Torah which
sustained the world. Gloom or asceticism were not proper religious atti-
tudes. A mood of melancholy implied a want of complete trust (bitta-
hon) in God’s benevolent interest, and could undo the good effects on
high of commandments joyfully performed below. The religious ideal
was communion with God (devekut, lit. adhesion) so intimate that one
lost consciousness of self. Prayer recited in such a spirit brought bound-
less spiritual benefits. Not only prayer but performing any command-
ment of the Torah could bring about devekut. Israel Besht realized that
very few Jews, even the most pious and learned, were capable of con-
stant devekut, and one should therefore establish a relationship of de-
vekut with a man who was capable of it. This man was the zaddik—the
righteous man or saint. In the perspective of bittahon, devekut, and the
zaddik, what was the place of Talmudic erudition, long the source of re-
spect and honour and the major requirement for rabbinic office? Israel
Besht said little about this, but the implication of his teaching is evident.

27 See 1 Kings 11: 29-39. Perhaps Israel considered Ahiyah his mentor not on account

of the seer’s secessionist prophecy but because his name means ‘God my brother/
comrade’.
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The study of the Torah must not be for intellectual accomplishment
and honour, but for a deeper purpose. When the Torah’s letters, not its
words, are studied, lights emanate from which devekut is achieved.
When the main purpose of study becomes subjective contemplation,
it is difficult to understand the Torah’s text, but for Israel that is
secondary.

The teachings of Israel Besht had precedents reaching back to medi-
eval Spanish and German pietists, Safed mystics, and even to some
rabbis of the Talmud. Closer to the age of the Besht were moralists, some
of them community rabbis, who wrote on themes similar to Israel’s
and other early Hasidic masters’. However, the moralists’ emphasis was
usually ascetic, not joyful. Israel’s teachings seemed keyed to the poor,
the unlettered and righteous folk unnoticed by men but especially loved
by God. He had come from their midst. He taught them that their
humble religious ways, when performed with fervour and devout in-
tent, equalled or even surpassed the intellectual feats of the self-regard-
ing scholarly élite. Their pious prayer and fervent singing and even their
dancing and drinking could manifest bittahon and attain devekut. The
élite might take offence while the poor embraced his teachings, but
Israel was not leading a social revolt. It is even difficult to speak of a
movement during his lifetime. He gathered followers who were called
by the venerable term hasidim, more or less meaning pious persons.
Similar groups seem to have existed with their respective leaders. Some
of them were prosperous and learned and prominent in their commu-
nities. Such is approximately the scholarly consensus on Israel Besht. In
Rosman’s challenging view, however, he was not only a well-regarded
member of his community but more of a scholar than hitherto realized.
He attained fame as a healer and exorcist, a shaman in the anthro-
pological term. He did not found a movement nor establish any insti-
tutions; those came later.

After Israel Besht died in 1760 the leadership of his Hasidim did not
pass to his inconspicuous son or son-in-law, nor to his impressive
daughter Adel because female leadership was unthinkable. A com-
munity rabbi, Jacob Joseph of Polnoyye (d. 1780), was perhaps the most
gifted intellectually but he was evidently a solitary and somewhat
irascible man. The successor was Dov Ber of Mezerich (d. 1772), known
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as the Great Preacher, who presided over the study hall (beit midrash) in
his town which became the incubator of Hasidism as a movement.
Young men, some of them proficient Talmudists, turned away from
learning and joined R. Dov Ber’s contemplative sessions, where the
verses of the Torah were interpreted with great freedom. He drew his
inspiration from passive contemplation, trusting that his spontaneous
utterances would be wise and meritorious. Among the disciples of R.
Dov Ber were R. Levi Isaac of Berdichev (d. 1810) and R. Shneur Zalman
of Lyuzny (1743-1812), an accomplished rabbinic scholar and founder
of the Lubavich dynasty.

Hasidism as a unified movement ended with R. Dov Ber’s demise, and
young leaders went forth on their own, mainly to southern Poland and
the Ukraine. Especially in view of their bitter experiences of Sabbatian-
ism and Frankism, some local communities attempted to suppress the
new movement, which seemed suspiciously similar. Widely circulated
bans that were issued in 1772 in Vilna, bastion of rabbinic learning, and
in somewhat Germanic and modernizing Brody, referred to the evil
forerunners. The bans opened a forty years’ combat.?® They forbade
Hasidim to pray separately, where they introduced unacceptable liturgi-
cal changes. Other complaints were repeated constantly during the long
quarrel. Hasidim neglect prescribed times of prayer and instead spend
long periods in contemplation before they pray. They adopt the prayer
book in its mystical Lurianic version, and dote on the supposed mystic
meaning of every word and letter while crying out in wild fervour. They
scoff at Talmud learning and scorn scholars. They defy community
regulation of shehitah by using only their own specially sharpened
knives, thus reducing badly needed income from the community tax on
meat.

Rabbi Jacob Joseph, a community rabbi who turned Hasid after hear-
ing Israel Besht speak, was an abrasive critic of his fellow rabbis. He
dismissed them as men more interested in money and honour than in
modesty and pious reverence. His Toldot Yaakov Yosef, published in
1780 as the first Hasidic book, contained many slurring remarks about

28 The sources are presented in Mordecai Wilensky, Hasidim u-Mitnagdim (Hebrew;

Eng. title Hasidim and Mitnaggedim: . . . the Controversy . .. 1772-1815 (2 vols., Jerusalem,
1970).
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the rabbis of the day and presented a conception of the mystical and
pastoral leadership of the zaddik. The book confirmed doctrines which
for years had circulated only by word of mouth, and aroused opponents’
deep anger. Toldot Yaakov Yosef was publicly burned in Vilna as fresh
bans were issued in 1780, the year of its author’s death.?

The persecution took place under the direction of the GR’A of Vilna.
His religious intellectualism was outraged by the new movement’s
hostility to his scholarly ideals. He also suspected the presence of Sab-
batianism within Hasidism, as stated in the ban of 1772 which he
was instrumental in promulgating. The GR’A rebuffed all attempts at
rapprochement or reconciliation, and on one occasion left Vilna to
avoid a proposed meeting with the Hasidim.

As we have said, Hasidism was not a social revolt.* Its early leaders in-
cluded members of the community establishment such as community
rabbis, tax farmers, and estate managers. Neither did the movement
necessarily flourish in towns where popular revolts erupted against abu-
sive kahal oligarchies. Still, the movement held particular appeal for the
poor, unlettered, and country Jews living isolated and too few to consti-
tute a community. They were little noticed or respected when they came
to town to celebrate the major holidays. Itinerant Hasidic teachers vis-
ited these neglected country Jews and readily won many of them for the
new movement. Salo W. Baron has suggested that the rural Jew was es-
pecially exposed to the religious influence of his Greek Catholic-Uniate
or Greek Orthodox environment, which ‘despised learning as the mark
of intellectual haughtiness and glorified good deeds performed out of
humble, blissful ignorance’.?! Such an outlook was present in Hasidism.

Faith in the coming of the Messiah was a tenet of Judaism which of
course was maintained within the Hasidic movement, but Hasidism was

2 Ibid., i. 101-10 ff.

30 Made trenchantly by Shmuel Ettinger, ‘Hasidic Leadership in the Making’ and
‘Hasidism and the Kahal in Eastern Europe’, (Hebrew) in his On the History of the Jews in
Poland and Russia (Hebrew) (Jerusalem, 1994) and ‘The Hasidic Movement: Reality and
Ideals’, in Hundert, Essential Papers, 226-43. Rosman, Founder of Hasidism, 173-86 dis-
cusses the Besht in this light-see below.

31 A Social and Religious History of the Jews (3 vols., New York, 1937), ii. 154. The great
historian held to this idea some fifty years later when he brought the passage to my
attention, expressing the hope that this possible influence would be studied more closely.
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neither a messianic movement nor a substitute for one, nor was it con-
nected to the remnant of Sabbatianism. Some early zaddikim settled in
Palestine, mainly at Safed and Tiberias, but the intense redemptionism
of Lurianic mysticism, a fount of Hasidic thought, was toned down. The
ordinary Hasid would find his spiritual fulfilment in devekut and in
sanctifying life’s pleasures. The Messiah would surely come, and mean-
while the hasid would devoutly follow his zaddik and the special codes
of conduct (hanhagot yesharot) which many zaddikim devised for their
followers.

Hasidism spread almost unchallenged into the Ukraine and Galicia
but encountered strong opposition to establishing itself in Lithuania
and White Russia. There is no evidence of a serious attempt to introduce
Hasidism into western Europe. It is doubtful whether the Hasidic move-
ment which belonged essentially to medieval Judaism could have flour-
ished in the west. Western Jewry from the eighteenth century had to
comprehend and cope with a new world outlook which had begun its
conquests during the previous century. Capitalism, rationalism, science,
and nationalism, the basis of the new political and intellectual order in
the west, were antithetical to Hasidism’s mystical exegesis, confidence
in miraculous redemption, unquestioning religious faith, and attach-
ment to a zaddik. Hasidism needed a community immersed in tradi-
tional religious faith, remote from modern society and culture.

Enlightenment

As Hasidism was coursing through the spiritual arteries of east Euro-
pean Judaism, the reorientation of west European Jewry to a new poli-
tical and intellectual order was beginning. The first manifestations,
already mentioned, were the court Jews in Germanic lands and the
freethinking Amsterdam circle out of which Spinoza emerged. In the
mid-eighteenth century, during the full flowering of the European En-
lightenment, a Jewish Enlightenment grew forth with its centre in
Berlin and spread from there to Bohemia and Galicia and in the nine-
teenth century to Russia. Unlike the Amsterdam circle and earlier ones
in Renaissance Italy, the Jewish Enlightenment of Berlin with its off-
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shoots and successors openly and vigorously sought extensive changes
in Jewish life. The movement was called Haskalah, from the Hebrew
root skl, meaning ‘to reason’ and connoting ‘making reasonable’, ‘mak-
ing wise, understanding’. Thus the term, used originally in medieval
Jewish philosophy, stressed its rationalism. A devotee of Haskalah was a
maskil, derived from the same root.

The European Enlightenment, the Haskalah's prototype, seldom dealt
with the Jews, but when it did it was in a manner not generous or com-
plimentary. To the English Deists, the Enlightenment’s forerunners as
rationalist sceptics towards religion, who attacked received Christianity,
the Jews were merely one more barbaric tribe of the ancient world. The
Deists thought little of Judaism from which Christianity emerged and
still less of the biblical and rabbinic laws by which the Jews lived. Moses’
and the prophets’ rebukes and denunciations were taken to show the
Jews ‘a very cloudy people . . . [of] stubborn habit and stupid Humor’, as
Shaftesbury put it.32 The Jews long adhered to the base beliefs of the
Egyptians, Anthony Collins argued in 1724, and the positive moral and
monotheistic qualities of Judaism were mere borrowings from Meso-
potamian religion.** Matthew Tindall went yet further, attacking bibli-
cal Jewish morality and its continuation in Christianity. The Deists had
to be cautious in denouncing Christianity,* but they could assail
Judaism, its forebear, without concern. In biblical laws of priestly dues
and sacrifices they found the beginning of the clericalism they hated.
The harsh later history of the Jews drew little attention or sympathy
on the Deists’ part. An exception was the cantankerous John Toland, a
pioneer advocate of Jewish emancipation, who combined low regard for
ancient Jews with friendship towards some London Jews whom he
knew.

English Deism remained within small élite circles. The French En-
lighteners who inherited Deism from the English, however, made it an
influential, widely known current in European thought, accompanied

32 S. Ettinger, ‘The Beginnings of the Change in the Attitude of European Society
towards the Jews’ Scripta Hierosolymitana, 7 (1961), 193-219.

3 Ibid., 70.

34 §. Ettinger, ‘Jews and Judaism as Seen by the English Deists of the Eighteenth Cen-
tury’ (Hebrew) Zion, 29 (1964), 182-207.
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by fierce hostility to existing religions. They despised religious estab-
lishments, especially France’s Roman Catholic, and condemned reli-
gious persecution, also of the Jews. The French Enlighteners’ knowledge
of Judaism and the Jews came from the extensive writings of seven-
teenth-century Christian Hebraist savants, to which they added their
own sarcastic hostility.*® French Enlighteners’ ideas about the Jews were
decided. They disliked Judaism as drawn from the Bible which they had
rejected, and also as a code of laws devised by fanatical rabbis.

Some Enlighteners had contact with Jews. Montesquieu knew some
Sefardic Jews of Bordeaux where he lived, and cared little for Judaism.
His principled stand for religious liberty, however, included them. But
Voltaire, the prince of the French Enlightenment, combined Deism and
libertarianism while expressing attitudes which qualify as anti-Semitic a
century before the term was invented. He had bad business experiences
with two Jewish financiers in Berlin, but his hostility went far beyond
disagreeable memories. Rather than invoke the ancient hatred of dei-
cides, Voltaire instead reviled the Jews’ character, which he regarded as
innate and unchangeable: ‘They are, all of them, born with raging
fanaticism in their hearts . . . I would not be in the least bit surprised if
these people would not some day become deadly to the human race.’3¢

35 Not all enlightened persons were Deists in the sense described here. The English
Unitarian and liberal Joseph Priestley, one of the founders of modern chemistry, wrote
conversionist tracts to the Jews and was forcefully answered by David Levi, hatmaker
and apologist. Among the books Priestley bequeathed to the fledgling Dickinson Col-
lege in Pennsylvania is a set of the Talmud (Amsterdam, 1745) still there in mint con-
dition.

% Quoted in Arthur Hertzberg, The French Enlightenment and the Jews (New York,
1968), 300; also Miriam Yardeni, ‘Jews in French Historiography of the Sixteenth-
Seventeenth Centuries,” Zion, 34 (1964), 171-5. On Montesquieu see Robert Badinter,
Libres et égaux . . . : L’émancipation des Juifs (1789-1791) (Paris, 1989), 52-3. Jews and the
French Enlightenment have become a matter of controversy, fuelled by Holocaust mem-
ories and the experience of contemporary leftist anti-Semitism. Theodore Besterman's
authoritative Voltaire (3rd edn., Chicago, 1976) disregards all his subject’s writings on
Jews to reach an apologetic conclusion on p. 24. Peter Gay’s argument that ‘Voltaire was
content to mouth the accepted clichés’ about the Jews does not square with the obses-
sive bitterness and violence of his statements. Peter Gay, Voltaire’s Politics: The Poet as
Realist (Princeton, 1959), 351-4. Hertzberg, to the contrary, regards the French Enlighten-
ment and Voltaire above all as a fount of modern secular anti-Semitism; pp. 280-6,
191-313. Frank E. Manuel, The Changing of the Gods (Hanover, NH, 1982), 105-29,
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The Jews are ‘the inevitable result of their laws; they either had to con-
quer everybody or be hated by the whole human race’.?” Voltaire’s
‘Philosophical Dictionary’ calls them

the most abominable people on earth . . . [an] ignorant and barbarous people,
which has long combined the most sordid greed with the most detestable
superstition with the most invincible hatred for all the peoples who tolerate
and enrich them. Still, it is not necessary to burn them.*

Nothing as venomous came from any French Catholic quarter, which
satisfied itself with repeating the ancient condemnation and liturgical
vilifications. Voltaire ingeniously substituted for the old religious hos-
tility a conception of the Jews’ inherent corruption which remained un-
affected by religious conversion. Diderot had only slightly better to say.
The Jews

lack accuracy in their ideas, or exactness in their reasoning, or precision in their
style . . . only a confused mixture of the principles of reason and of revelation
... principles that lead to fanaticism . . . an ignorant and superstitious nation.*

In the Encyclopédie, the summary and quintessence of the French
Enlightenment which Diderot edited, some articles such as ‘Jews’,
‘Judaism’, and ‘Usury’ were written in a more liberal but none the less
unsympathetic spirit while others, such as ‘Messiah’, ‘Church Fathers’,
and ‘Political Economy’ were hostile. The atheist Holbach assailed
Christianity in his anonymously published L’Esprit du judaisme while
also denouncing Judaism and ‘the stupid Hebrews, the frenzied imbe-
ciles’. Rousseau, however, expressed in passing mild sympathy for Jew-
ish sufferings and respect for the virtues which enabled the Jews to

basically agrees on anti-Semitism, but is less trenchant than Hertzberg and emphasizes
the Enlightenment’s heritage of Christian Hebraism which, to be sure, was not sharply
hostile to Judaism. Manuel’s The Broken Staff: Judaism through Christian Eyes (Cam-
bridge, Mass., 1992), 162-222, continues this standpoint and follows the consequences
of the Enlightenment into the twentieth century.

37 Quoted in Hertzberg, The French Enlightenment, 302.

3 Quoted by F. Delpech in Bernhard Blumenkranz, Histoire des Juifs en France (Tou-
louse, 1972), 270.

3 Quoted in Arthur M. Wilson, Diderot (New York, 1972), 237; compare Hertzberg,
The French Enlightenment 310-12.



A Rift Opening, 1720-1780 | 87

survive in exile, and observed in his Emile how little Christians knew
about Judaism. He noted that the Jews possessed no means for telling
the wide world about Judaism. Their faults were the result of centuries of
ill treatment, but Rousseau also demeaned Judaism itself.*

To this hostile consensus of the French Enlighteners there was barely
a Jewish response. Isaac Pinto (1715-87), economist and sometime com-
munity head in Amsterdam, wrote an Apologie pour la nation juive. He
was also the author of a deistic work, Précis des Arguments des Matérial-
istes (1774). Pinto did not defend the Jews nor quote any Jewish source,
but sought merely to persuade Voltaire that he had unjustly maligned
the Sefardim. Those of Amsterdam and Bordeaux were following En-
lightenment prescriptions and differed from the benighted Ashkenazim
who by implication were more fit for attack. However, Moses Mendel-
ssohn, an Ashkenazi, was annoyed to be cited by Pinto as an enlight-
ened philosophical Jew. Voltaire responded with a half-hearted apology
to Pinto which he contradicted in private correspondence, but altered
nothing in his writings and continued sneering at the Jews.

What did the men of the Enlightenment require of the Jews in order
to grant them admittance to enlightened society, where privilege was
abolished and equal rights assured? Nowhere were the philosophes
specific, but having no respect for Jewish culture and tradition, holding
a negative view of Judaism, and scornful of contemporary Jews, they
hardly considered that anyone could be Jewish and enlightened. The
conspicuous example of Mendelssohn notwithstanding, a contradic-
tion between rational enlightenment and being a Jew was taken for
granted. Generally, Voltaire’s and the French Enlightenment’s bequest
was disdainful impatience with the Jews and their separateness.

The Enlightenment in Germany, where Haskalah originated, had a
different character. As put by Hajo Holborn:

German Enlightenment . . . displayed a more religious and philosophical bent
than that of western Europe. The belief in a personal God of supreme wisdom
and benevolence, the creator of a perfect world, who had planted in the im-
mortal human soul the power to rise—through moral virtue—to the highest
objectives of the universe, was not questioned by any serious German thinker.

40 Blumenkranz, Histoire des Juifs 270-1 (by F. Delpech); Bandinter, Libres et égaux 53—4.
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Philosophical materialism, which became one of the important schools of
thought in France, found no place in Germany.*!

Religious and philosophical issues dominated the German Enlighten-
ment, with political and social reforms seldom considered. Enlightened
monarchs and their civil servants were depended on to introduce the
necessary changes. The foremost figures of the German Enlightenment
were not much more favourable to the Jews than their French counter-
parts, but their reflections are usually more suggestive and thoughtful.
Goethe grew up in Frankfurt am Main where he saw the Jews in their
ghetto and held them in lofty disdain—a widespread attitude. The most
significant instance to the contrary is the poet, dramatist, and philo-
sopher Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, who enjoyed a famous friendship
with Moses Mendelssohn. His Jewish friend described Lessing as his
‘oldest and best friend’. It was commonly known that Mendelssohn was
the model for ‘Nathan the Wise’ in Lessing’s classic drama, which ex-
presses the essential moral unity of all religions. There is a respected
place for Judaism in his ‘Education of the Human Race’ in its upward
progress under Divine guidance. Biblical Judaism served as the primer
for humanity’s childhood, and Christianity followed for humanity’s
adulthood; a yet higher religion would come in time. Christianity is
not the ultimate religion, but it stands above Judaism. The later German
philosophers who replaced Enlightenment rationalism with nationalist
romanticism viewed Judaism even more negatively.

The social basis for Jewish Enlightenment existed in eighteenth-
century German Jewry. Although most German Jews remained within
traditional Jewish life,*? contemporary research has shown an increasing
number of Jews in Germany fluent in German, educating their children
in the arts and sciences, and discarding distinctive Jewish garb. Secular

4 Hajo Holborn, History of Modern Germany, 1648—-1840 (New York, 1964), 310-11;
compare the characterizations of Enlightenment by country in Roy Porter and Mikulas
Teich (eds), The Enlightenment in National Context (Cambridge, 1981).

42 Cf. the suggestive remarks of Lucien Febvre on the relation of enlightened thinkers
to one another and their patrons in a far different time and place in his The Problem of
Unbelief in the Sixteenth Century: The Religion of Rabelais (Cambridge, Mass. 1982), 23-5.
Azriel Shochat, Im Hillufey Tekufot (Hebrew; In Changing Eras) (Jerusalem, 1960), shows
the considerable extent of modernization before Haskalah.
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studies and European culture began to penetrate the Jewish community,
creating a new educated class. Many Jewish communities were composed
of substantial bankers, generally pious men who were open to the broad
cultural world. So it was in the Vienna of Empress Maria Theresa, who
‘sincerely’ hated Jews and could not bear their sight.** Even a few rabbis
showed familiarity with modern culture. This growing body of accultur-
ating Jews was ripe for a new formulation of Judaism to fit the widespread
ideal of Bildung, individual moral and cultural cultivation. True, there had
been earlier periods when Jewish cultural life was deeply influenced by
the surrounding culture, such as seventeenth-century Amsterdam and
Renaissance Italy not to go still further back. In the German Haskalah,
however, there is something new: a comprehensive critique of contem-
porary Jewish life and a programme for the social and cultural reorienta-
tion of the Jewish people. Its centre was the fast-growing Prussian capital
of Berlin, whose Jewish community was refounded only in 1671 but for
many years remained fully traditional. The Jewish merchants of Berlin
have been characterized an ‘imported economic élite,” of which there
were several in the Prussian capital.* Berlin was attracting some of the
foremost figures of German culture, men who associated with enlight-
ened Jews. The young Wilhelm von Humboldt, the future philosopher-
statesman, came and went in a Jewish salon in 1785-7 and carried on ‘a
sentimental dalliance’ with its hostess Henriette Herz.*

There were already maskilim in the early eighteenth century. Israel of

4 P. G. M. Dickson, Finance and Government under Maria Theresa, 1740-1780, i. Society
and Government (Oxford, 1987), 140-53. To the empress ‘there was no worse plague in
the state’ than the Jews, and a British observer reported, ‘Her aversion to the sight of a
Jew was too great to be concealed’. Quoted in ibid. 148 n. 26.

4§, Jersch-Wenzel, Juden und Franzosen in der Wirtschaft des Raumes Berlin/Branden-
burg zur Zeit des Mercantilismus (Berlin, 1978); the massive work of H. Rachel, J. Popritz,
and P. Wallich, Berliner Grosskaufleute und Kapitalisten (3 vols., Berlin, 1967; originally
published as manuscript, 1932-9) is practically a business history of Berlin with Jews in
a central position.

45 Paul R. Sweet, Wilhelm von Humboldt: A Biography, i. (Columbus, Ohio, 1978),
16-19. A parallel with Edinburgh and the Scottish Enlightenment is suggestive;
Nicholas T. Philipson, ‘. . . The Case of Edinburgh,” in Laurence Stone (ed.), The Univer-
sity and Society (2 vols., Princeton, 1975), i. esp. 407, 423-7. An important recent study
is Steven M. Lowenstein, The Berlin Jewish Community: Enlightenment, Family, and Crisis,
1770- 1830 (New York/Oxford, 1994).
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Zamosc, Leibniz’s associate Avigdor Levi, and several others were not
themselves important figures, but their combination of Jewish erudition
with self-taught secular learning suggested future directions. Moses
Mendelssohn (1729-86) is the central figure of the Berlin Haskalah, in-
deed of Haskalah everywhere. The story of his life symbolizes Haskalah
ideals, has been told many times, and is overlaid with myths. Recently it
has been retold masterfully and at length by Alexander Altmann.* The
child of a poor Hebrew scribe in Dessau, Mendelssohn showed excep-
tional promise during his completely traditional education. When his
mentor, the eminent Rabbi David Frankel, left Dessau to become rabbi
of Berlin, the 14-year-old Moses, who was undersized and afflicted with
a spinal deformity, followed him. The lad supposedly underwent strict
interrogation at one of the city’s gates by a gendarme or, more likely, by
one of the watchmen whom the Jewish community was required to post
lest the 1,943 Berlin Jews illicitly increase. Admitted as part of someone’s
extended household, he studied in Rabbi Frankel’s beit midrash and
soon began to earn his way as a tutor. The young Mendelssohn studied
the Talmud diligently for a decade, and also mastered Maimonides’
classic Guide for the Perplexed and other works of Jewish philosophy.
Later maskilim who followed him also were inspired by studying the
long-neglected medieval Jewish philosophers.?” The budding scholar
learned Latin from the writings of John Locke, besides Greek and mod-
ern languages and mathematics, and with the aid of his new friend Less-
ing he acquired an admirable writing style in German. These secular
studies were not opposed by Rabbi Frankel. By the age of 25 Mendel-
ssohn was not only a proficient Talmudist but also expert in Bible stu-
dies, Hebrew language, and Jewish and general philosophy, and had
mastered the general culture of his age. For generations no Jew in central
or eastern Europe could claim such accomplishments.

Mendelssohn cherished the ambition, unknown for a Jew, to be a

46 Alexander Altmann, Moses Mendelssohn: A Biographical Study (Philadelphia, 1973).
The earliest biography, published in Ha-Meassef just after his death by one who knew
him well, is Isaac Euchel’s Toldot he-Hakham ha-Hoker Elohi Rabbenu Moshe ben Menahem
z’ts/l (Hebrew; Life of the Scholar and Divine Inquirer Our Master Moses ben Menahem
o'b’m’) (Lemberg, 1860; many edns). It is an important source of facts and likewise of

legends.
47" Amos Funkenstein, Perceptions of Jewish History (Berkeley, 1993), 234-47.
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philosopher and German writer. During and after his years of study
there is no appearance of storm and stress although, in replying to
Lavater’s public challenge of 1769 to turn Christian, Mendelssohn did
remark that he had at a certain time given his religious beliefs systematic
thought. His personal synthesis between the secular and the Jewish did
not come from wrestling and striving, but was the fruit of harmonious
growth. He did not originally intend to concentrate in the Jewish
sphere, although his first literary effort was the Hebrew satirical journal,
Kohelet Musar of 1760,*® which he soon gave up under community pres-
sure. He sought his true career in general philosophy, assuming that the
mere recognition of a Jew as intellectually distinguished would con-
tribute to elevating the Jews’ position. He achieved this ambition, for by
1768 he was a metaphysician and philosopher of aesthetics of European
fame, on terms of friendship with leading German cultural figures.

Mendelssohn continued to adhere faithfully to the religious require-
ments of Judaism, and was the pride of the Berlin Jewish community.
The honour (and material rewards) of membership in the Prussian
Academy of Sciences was proposed, but Frederick II would not grant a
Jew this privilege. Herr Moses, as he was respectfully known, made a
good living as the manager and then partner in a silk manufacturing
firm, a field in which he became an authority. Of sociable temperament
and generous disposition, he had many admirers and guests. He prayed
with fellow Jews, but intellectual conversation was with gentiles. Un-
usually for that day, his marriage was not arranged but was the outcome
of a courtship. It was a happy one, and produced six children who grew
to adulthood. There is more controversy over these children than over
Mendelssohn himself, for only two of them did not convert to Chris-
tianity. Herr Moses had no Jewish grandchildren. No answer can be
given to how their upbringing by the great scholar and philosopher in-
fluenced the life of his children.

Mendelssohn became a respected member of ‘religiously neutral soci-
ety’, so called thanks to its benevolent neutrality towards all religions.
He belonged in the broad stream of general religious enlightenment

4 This and his other Hebrew writings are gathered in Hebrdische Schriften, i, ed. H.

Borodiansky (Bar-Dayan) (repr. Stuttgart, 1972, from the mostly destroyed original of
Breslau, 1938).
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common to both Catholics and Protestants. They combined religious
faith with endorsement of the principles of reason and tolerance and
acceptance of modern culture. Cultured Berlin with many such persons
seemed to be such a society, as the few Jews possessing modern culture
and manners found a place in its midst. But Berlin’s cultured society
included pietistic Lutheran clergy and others who wondered how a
philosopher could profess Judaism. The question burst into the open
when the fervently pietist young clergyman Johann Christian Lavater,
who had sat at Mendelssohn’s table, publicly challenged him in 1769 to
convert or explain why not. The enlightened world considered Lavater
impertinent but awaited Herr Moses’s answer. He, normally equable and
uncombative, was deeply angered. Rather than answer fully, Mendel-
ssohn rebuked Lavater in seemingly mild tones for exploiting remarks in
private conversation in which he had complimented the moral stature
of Jesus the man. He assured the pastor of Zurich that he remained a Jew
out of considered conviction, and declined to enter a religious discus-
sion since Judaism did not proselytize but respected the ethical prin-
ciples of all religions even if their foundations were faulty. Anyhow, he
observed pointedly, Jews knew better than to enter uninhibited reli-
gious discussion.* The cultured world applauded Herr Moses’s dignified
rejoinder and Lavater apologized. While these universal religious prin-
ciples were under civil but strained discussion, about 150 miles away
Rabbi Dov Ber, isolated from other religions, was expounding mystical
exegesis with a small group of disciples.

Things were not the same for Mendelssohn after the Lavater episode.
His career took a turn, and he suffered during the sixteen remaining
years of his life from a nervous ailment, possibly psychosomatic or
psychogenic, which put sustained metaphysical philosophizing beyond
his strength. The sage of Berlin devoted himself to Jewish subjects, and
became not only the symbol of Enlightenment as he had been but also
its active leader. He organized, arranged financing, recruited authors,
and saw to completion in 1783 a great Bible project. Called Biur (‘explana-

4 But religion was discussed at his table in general terms; Frederik Munter et Mindeskrift,
ed. O. Andreasen (7 vols. in 8, Copenhagen, 1935-44), ii. 37-9, reports such conversa-
tion in 1782 with an enlightened young Danish clergyman. See David Sorkin, Moses
Mendelssohn and the Religious Enlightenment (London, 1996).
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tion’) after its main component, a rationalist grammatical commentary
in elegant Hebrew, Mendelssohn’s Bible included a translation into
German printed in Hebrew letters, and detailed textual notes (Masorah).
He did much of the translation and Biur himself, and drew the best mas-
kilic talent of the day into the work. The erudite grammarian Solomon
Dubno composed the Masorah until he fell out with Mendelssohn, prob-
ably over the excessive length which his contribution reached. The
Mendelssohn Bible ran into numerous editions, and became the means
by which young men of exclusively traditional education in eastern
Europe could acquire a modern language, appreciate rationalist Juda-
ism, and be introduced to modern culture. It was a notable scholarly ac-
complishment and Haskalah’s greatest monument. As will be discussed
below, Mendelssohn’s Bible stirred extensive criticism.

Berlin maskilim also wrote works of imaginative literature. The schol-
arly Biur collaborator Naftali Herz Wessely (1725-1803) composed
‘Poems of Glory’ (Shirei Tiferet) an earnest, long-winded epic poem about
Israel’s bondage, exodus, and revelation at Mount Sinai, resembling
Klopstock’s German work. Another member of the Berlin circle, Isaac
Satanov (1732-1804), wrote didactic Aesopian fables, Mishley Assaf, and
pious poems, Zemirot Assaf. The latter, published in 1793, contained a
rhymed introduction by one Zerahiah ben Mas’ud, an Italian Jew serv-
ing in Brabant with the Habsburg army. Haskalah poetry was typically
hortatory and didactic. One of the few specimens of true lyric poetry was
love poems, Eleh B’'ne ha-N’urim, by Ephraim (Angelo) Luzzatto, the way-
ward Italian physician of the London Sefardic community.*° The bulk of
German Haskalah belles-lettres hardly contains any good literature.
Among other reasons its Hebrew was stiff and limited. However, genres
with medieval pedigrees such as textual commentaries and exegesis,
philosophy and linguistics stood at a higher intellectual level and were
more acceptable to the Jewish community.

Part of the cultural importance of Haskalah lay in its broadening the
language of Bible, Talmud, and rabbinic culture to make it that of the
arts and sciences and general culture. Today’s Hebrew of the Israeli
army, bus station, and university takes its start in the Haskalah Hebrew
revival. The Haskalah movement itself had rather different goals, the

0 David Mirsky, The Life and Work of Ephraim Luzzatto (New York, 1987).
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conversion of the Jews into a people of European culture, readying
themselves to acquire rights and citizenship.

Was there a Haskalah in England? The Jewish community was little
more than a century old. Jewish access to English culture was unre-
stricted. Cecil Roth’s list of Anglo-Jewish Hebrew writers, none of whom
equals those in German lands, does not include any authors who sought
to reform Jewish life.’! Endelman has argued that Haskalah in England
was not an intellectual movement but communal modernization.
David Ruderman finds there a modest Haskalah not drawn from the in-
tellectuals on the Continent but from ‘intellectual currents primarily lo-
cated on English soil’.5? Probably one may speak of Haskalah in England
but only in the limited sense of communal improvement. Haskalah had
many forms but all led towards secular modernizing.

51 Cecil Roth, ‘The Haskalah in England’, Essays Presented to Chief Rabbi Israel Brodie,
ed. H.J. Zimmels, J. Rabbinowitz, and I. Finestein (London, 1967), 365-76.

52 Todd M. Endelman, The Jews of Georgian England, 1714-1830 (Philadelphia, 1979),
esp. 149-52; David B. Ruderman, ‘Was There a Haskalah in England? Reconsidering an
Old Question’ (Hebrew; English summary) Zion, 57/2 (1997), 109-32.
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Era of Revolution

Haskalah Practical and Radical

The 1780s, when many Haskalah ideas began to reach practical realiza-
tion, were a stirring decade for the advocates of change. Internal criti-
cism of contemporary Jewish life became more outspoken and former
Haskalah suggestions were rephrased as demands. New laws in the spirit
of tolerance were enacted and hailed as a gracious benefit to the Jews.
Maskilim received monarchical backing for projects to make their
people ‘useful’ subjects.

Until he died in 1786 the towering figure of the little Mendelssohn
kept the Haskalah movement relatively unified and in peaceable rela-
tions with community establishments. The once widespread view that
his Bible edition stirred a storm and that prominent rabbis placed it
under a ban, has been shown to be greatly exaggerated.! No ban was
imposed and Mendelssohn’s grammatical, rationalist exegesis was little
if at all criticized. What controversy there was concerned the German
translation. There had been earlier Jewish Bible translations into rudi-
mentary German in order to teach children, but the Mendelssohn ver-
sion possessed such literary distinction that R. Ezekiel Landau, otherwise
not opposed, complained that its merits would distract students from
studying the Bible to studying German. The rabbi of Prague touched on
one of Haskalah’s deepest wishes. Not only would students learn Ger-
man through the translation, but the Biur’s fine Hebrew would revive
linguistic studies and replace the long prevalent slapdash, ungram-
matical Ashkenazic Hebrew rabbinic style. In 1784 Ha-Meassef (The
Gatherer), the first Hebrew periodical, made its appearance. Written in

I M. S. Samet, ‘Mendelssohn, Weisel and the Rabbis of their Time’ (Hebrew; English
summary), Mehqarim be-Toldot Am Yisrael ve-Erez Yisrael, i (Haifa, 1970), 233-56.
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a didactic, self-consciously literary style, it included morsels of news but
mostly essays, poetry, and learned studies. While Mendelssohn lived,
Ha-Meassef, like Haskalah itself, remained pronouncedly conservative,
not criticizing religious customs and avoiding conflict.

During these last years of his life the sage of Berlin produced a final
metaphysical work, Morgenstunden, and his treatise Jerusalem: or, On
Religious Power and Judaism, which dealt with Judaism as a faith, its place
in society, and religious liberty.? Like other works of his it was inspired
by a conversionist tract, this one called ‘The Search for Light and
Truth’.? Mendelssohn fully presented in Jerusalem the case for religious
tolerance. Religion, he argued, dealt only with matters of belief, about
which man could not be forced but only persuaded. Therefore, ‘neither
state nor church would be authorized to assume any right in matters of
faith other than the right to teach, any power other than the power to
persuade, any discipline other than the discipline of reason and prin-
ciples.”# No religious body, the Jewish body included, could justly exer-
cise coercive power. Mendelssohn claimed quite erroneously that when
the Jews ceased their existence as a state their Diaspora communities did
not exercise religious coercion. It was the state’s duty to protect its sub-
jects which entitled it to employ coercion. Implicit is the case for sepa-
ration of Church and State. Mendelssohn'’s argument for toleration for
Judaism and all religion harmonized with the ideas of the time. He was,
in Randall’s words, ‘the very embodiment of the Enlightenment drive to
make religion rational and to prove its tenets’.’

Mendelssohn distinguishes between the revelation of moral laws, per-
fectly embodied in Judaism which is a religion without dogmas, and re-

2 The 1790 edition of the two works in the British Library (shelfmark C. 43.a.5.)
contains marginal comments by the English poet-philosopher Samuel Taylor
Coleridge.

* Long thought to be the work of the Habsburg statesman and the son of a convert
to Catholicism Joseph von Sonnenfels, it has been shown to be the work of a minor
writer, A. F. Cranz.

4 Moses Mendelssohn, Jerusalem: or On Religious Power and Judaism, trans. A. Arkush,
intro. and comm. A. Altmann (Hanover, NH, 1983), 77. Cf. another translation: Jeru-
salem and Other Jewish Writings by Moses Mendelssohn, trans. and ed. A. Jospe (New York,
1969), 50.

5 John Herman Randall Jr., The Career of Philosophy: From the German Enlightenment to
the Age of Darwin (New York, 1965), 146.
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vealed ‘religious legislation’, prescribing the religious life obliging Jews
alone. Every rational human mind knew the moral laws, and revelation
served only to reinforce them. Revelation was required, however, for
‘Divine legislation—laws, commandments, ordinances, rules of life, and
instruction in the will of God as to how they should conduct themselves
in order to attain temporal and eternal felicity’.® Here Mendelssohn
introduced a momentous dichotomy by driving a wedge between ethi-
cal religion held in common by Jews and all humanity, with revelation
merely reinforcing its natural acceptance, and the necessity of ‘Divine
legislation’ requiring a distinct Jewish life. Already in his time, fidelity
to ‘Divine legislation’ was weakening among acculturating German
Jews. Mendelssohn himself faithfully observed the ‘Divine legislation’,
but his doctrine could be used to justify religious indifference, anti-
traditional Judaism, and even conversion to the rational, universal
version of the religion of the great majority.

As a man of the world, Mendelssohn for many years was the address
for distressed Jewish communities. His discreet intervention with culti-
vated rulers and senior civil servants who knew and admired him aided
communities endangered by expulsion, confiscatory taxes, demands to
delay burials, and other oppressive measures. His most significant inter-
vention took place in French Alsace, a province more German than
French, where a very poor Jewish population lived in little communities
under oppressive conditions as moneylenders and pedlars. They were
heavily taxed, besides bribes and attorneys’ fees they had to pay. During
a violent popular agitation against them, receipts were forged to ruin
Jewish lenders by ‘proving’ the repayment of debts.” In the spirit of
cautious improvement Alsatian Jewry’s leaders, headed by the rich,
maskilic Herz Cerf-Berr, sought from Louis XVI the elevation of their de-
graded position and asked the sage of Berlin to write on their behalf.
Mendelssohn reckoned that a sympathetic non-Jewish writer would
serve the purpose better, and recruited the enlightened Prussian civil
servant Christoph Wilhelm Dohm, who produced a comprehensive
‘Memorandum on the Condition of the Jews in Alsace’. Its result was the

¢ A. Arkush trans. (n. 4), 90; Jospe trans. (n. 4), 61.
7 Zosa Szajkowski, The Economic Status of the Jews in Alsace, Metz and Lorraine (New
York, 1954), 20-2, 66, 68.
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abolition of the head tax against bitter opposition from Strasbourg, the
bastion of Jewish exclusion.® The few hundred Jews of Paris were also
allowed a cemetery of their own from 1780, and no longer had to bury
their dead at night without ceremony in a garden behind an inn.® Count
Malesherbes, the enlightened noble whose report had legalized the
Protestants’ position, was put in 1787 to investigate the Jews’ status.
After much study he reached the conclusion that persecution had
caused the Jews’ faults and they should be encouraged to settle on the
land. Nothing was done, however, before the great upheaval which
began in 1789. 1

Aided and encouraged by Mendelssohn, the earnest Dohm wrote On
the Civil Improvement of the Jews, so called because the Old Regime knew
nothing of equality and emancipation. Its two parts, published in 1781
and 1783 and translated into French, proposed substantial civic free-
dom for the Jews within the existing regime of privilege. Like other ad-
vocates of the Jewish cause, Dohm allowed that the Jews were repellent,
but responsibility for their degraded condition belonged to

the governments which were unable to reduce the friction between the reli-
gious principles separating them [from Christians] . . . These were Christian
governments, and therefore we cannot deny if we want to be impartial that we
have contributed the greater part to the hostile feeling of the two groups . . . If,
therefore, those prejudices today prevent the Jew from being a good citizen, a
social human being, if he feels antipathy and hatred against the Christian, if
he feels himself in his dealings with him not so much bound by his moral
code, then all this is our own doing . . . we ourselves are guilty of the crimes we
accuse him of."!

While Dohm praised Jews’ domestic virtues and religious fidelity, he ob-
served their

8 Zosa Szajkowski, ‘The Jewish Problem in Alsace, Metz and Lorraine on the Eve of
the Revolution of 1789’, Jewish Quarterly Review, 44 (1954), part 2.

 John McManners, Death and the Enlightenment: Changing Attitudes to Death among
Christians and Unbelievers in Eighteenth-Century France (Oxford, 1981), 281.

10 Pierre Grosclaude, Malesherbes: Témoin et interpreéte de son temps (Paris, 1962), 631-49.

11 C. W. Dohm, Uber der biirgerliche Verbesserung der Juden (Berlin, 1781, 1783), i.
38-9; trans. Helen Lederer, Concerning the Amelioration of the Civil Status of the Jews
(Cincinnati, 1957), 20-1.
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exaggerated love. . . for every kind of profit, usury, and crooked practice; a fault
which is nourished in many by their exclusive religious principles and rabbinic
sophistries, and more still by Christian oppression, and the antipathy against
other religions which they are taught . . . all these crimes do not stem from the
national character of the Jews, but from the oppressed state in which they live.!?

Mendelssohn did not like Dohm'’s harsh words about the Jews’ charac-
ter,"® and dissented from his low opinion of trade which inspired scorn
for the Jews as a trading people. Yet Dohm's was the first major state-
ment during a century of debate in many countries concerning Jewish
‘amelioration’ and then emancipation. Advocates of the Jews generally
followed his argument that the faults of the Jews are the guilt of their
oppressors. Once oppression ended, the Jews’ character might again dis-
play the vigorous and straightforward ways of biblical times. Dohm’s
programme for Jewish ‘civil improvement’ meant not only legal equal-
ity, freedom of occupation and the end of special taxes and insulting
forms of discrimination, but also the end of their privilege of charging
higher interest on loans made to poor risks. Young Jews might be com-
pelled to take up the occupations of farmers and craftsmen, which were
considered morally superior to commerce. The Prussian reformer
wanted every branch of the arts and sciences and in time even public of-
fice open to Jews. The Jewish community should freely conduct its reli-
gious and charitable affairs but in the German tongue and under
government supervision, and rabbis could continue to impose the reli-
gious ban (herem). Dohm'’s ideas assumed government supervision of a
freer Jewish life, a paradox common in Prussia. His proposals were far
different from his sponsor Mendelssohn’s programme to separate Jew-
ish life from state authority. Yet Dohm’s programme was the most
generous and comprehensive plan yet seen.

The most important reform before the French Revolution was enacted
not in Berlin or Paris but at the Habsburg court in Vienna, where the
anti-clerical Emperor Joseph II (1780-90) was decreeing secular enlight-
enment for his subjects, Jews included. His Patent of Tolerance for Jews
was applied to Bohemia and Moravia in 1781, Vienna in 1782, and

12 Tbid., 96-7; Lederer trans., 51.
13 Alexander Altmann, Moses Mendelssohn (Philadelphia, 1973), 457.
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finally Galicia in 1789. ‘Tolerance’ for the Emperor’s Jews in the patent
consisted of abolishing the body tax and permission to pursue any liveli-
hood except retail business. Jews were encouraged to be craftsmen,
although guild opposition ensured that few Jewish youths would serve
an apprenticeship and no Jew could become a guild master. Residence in
Vienna was allowed only to Jews of means, and in other cities they could
not be freemen (Stadtbiirger). They could lease real estate for a term up to
twenty years, and in perpetuity once they converted. As a step to curtail
communal autonomy the Jewish courts’ jurisdiction was sharply re-
duced. The most far-reaching clause did not concern the Jews’ legal and
economic position, which regimes had fixed for centuries, but the inter-
nal matter of education, which non-Jewish rulers had never touched.
The patents required Jewish children to receive secular instruction
either in Christian schools or in Jewish community schools to be estab-
lished. They were also compelled to provide a quota of youths for fifteen
years’ military service. The soldiers’ religion was to be respected and
there was hope that their good service would bring further improve-
ments in Jewish status. Unlike the reaction to Tsar Nicholas I’s brutal
conscription in 1826, Habsburg Jewry apparently was not much shaken
by Joseph II's conscription.

On 12 May 1789 the aged Rabbi Landau headed a Jewish delegation to
the military barracks at Prague for an occasion without known prece-
dent. (The Estates General was to open at Versailles two days later.) In
words which were reported in Ha-Me’assef he addressed twenty-five
young Jews who were about to commence military service:

My brothers, for you are and will always be that so long as you act piously and
lawfully! God and our most gracious Emperor have desired that you be taken
for military service. Accept your fate without grumbling, obey your superiors,
be true to your duties and patient in subordination. But do not forget your re-
ligion. Do not be ashamed to be Jews among so many Christians. Pray to God
daily as soon as you awake. The Emperor is required to pray to God, and all his
servants . . . also pray daily to their Creator. Do not be ashamed of the signs of
the Jewish religion [at this point he presented each with a packet of fringes,
phylacteries, and prayer book]. If you do not have enough time, recite at least
the ‘Hear, Israel’ chapters.
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The recruits should do what they could to observe the Sabbath and not
eat meat but subsist on eggs, butter, and cheese.

Earn gratitude and honour for yourselves and for our Nation when it is seen
that our Nation, oppressed until now, loves its sovereign and its rulers, and in
case of need is ready to sacrifice its life. | hope that through you, if you conduct
yourselves faithfully and honourably, as every subject should, the shackles
which still bind us will be loosened.

A year or two later, when Joseph II was in his grave and nothing was
done to loosen the shackles, Landau seems to have regretted his support
for Joseph'’s reforms.

Altogether, there was more glitter than gold to the reforms, which
benefited mainly prosperous Jews and their children seeking to accul-
turate. However, the reception of the emperor’s enlightened despotism
and compulsory Haskalah was stormy. Maskilim were delighted. In-
creased economic freedom was welcomed, but it was quickly realized
that commercial interests would oppose Jewish rights. Changing the
language of community records and activity to German occasioned
some difficulty. The most controversial was secular studies for Jewish
children, with its implication of social and cultural change. To be sure,
the need for German led to the founding of a Jewish school in Prague for
secular studies under R. Landau’s aegis with maskilim as the teachers. On
the other hand, he took care that they not teach Jewish studies, which
remained unchanged in hadarim. Modern schools combining Jewish
and secular studies had been founded recently by maskilim in Berlin,
Frankfurt, and Breslau, but they were mostly for poor and orphan chil-
dren. In England and the North American colonies, secular and Jewish
studies went side by side without further ado. Middle-class families
everywhere employed private tutors for their children. In support of sec-
ular studies a prominent maskil, the poet Wessely, published ‘Words
of Peace and Truth’ (Divrey Shalom ve-Emet) in 1781 which brought the
orthodox man considerable trouble. He argued that knowledge is two-
fold, human wisdom (torat ha-adam), which was prerequisite for the
second, Divine wisdom (torat ha-elohim). Without the former, the latter
is stultified. Invoking Maimonides and other great rabbis of the past
who had mastered ‘human wisdom’, Wessely wrote derogatorily of
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rabbis who lacked ‘human wisdom’, which meant most of them. De-
nunciations and bans flew, and Wessely apologized and explained.!* His
rash remarks helped to make Haskalah a matter of controversy which
the far more important Mendelssohn Bible project, in which Wessely
took part, had largely escaped.

Moses Mendelssohn died, universally lamented, on 4 January 1786, a
few months before his fifty-seventh birthday. His prestige in the Jewish
and European cultural worlds, as well as his governmental connections
and activity in the Jewish community, made the sage of Berlin a cultural
hero in his lifetime, and so he remained throughout the history of
emancipated German Jewry. He was the shining example of a poor
ghetto boy who rose to fame and honour in secular culture and gentile
society while remaining a learned and devoted Jew. No other Jew in
German lands ever enjoyed such a status.

It is not clear whether Mendelssohn realized during his last years that
the ground was slipping from under his feet. Religious rationalism and
cultural cosmopolitanism were giving way to romanticism and nation-
alism. During the last years of the eighteenth century Haskalah turned
from Hebrew to German, just as the Latin and French of educated peo-
ple were being replaced by German. Mendelssohn’s admirer, the philo-
sopher of history and culture Johann Gottfried Herder, exemplifies the
new trend. The Jewish philosopher had thought in rational abstractions
and was indifferent to history, while Herder was fascinated by the vari-
eties of history and language and national cultures. The title of one of
his main works, The Spirit of Hebrew Poetry, exemplified his conception
that literature reflected the unique qualities of every national group.
Herder exalted Moses and the ancient Jews as the authors of the Bible:
‘All the laws of Moses evince wonderful reflection: they extend from the
greatest to the smallest things, to sway the spirit of the nation in every
circumstance of life, and to be, as Moses frequently repeats, an everlast-
ing law’.’ The ancient Jews lost their original spirit, but ‘the writings of

14 Naftali Herz Wessely, Divrey Shalom ve-Emet (4 parts, Warsaw, 1886); parts 2, 3, and
4 were responses to his critics and endorsements of reformed education by Italian
rabbis.

15 Johann Gottfried Herder, Reflections on the Philosophy of the History of Mankind,
ed. F. E. Manuel (Chicago, 1968), 137.
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the Hebrews unquestionably have had an advantageous effect on the
history of mankind.”*® Herder scorned the Jews of his own day—‘para-
sitic moneylenders’, yet like Spinoza a century earlier he holds they
can re-establish their national home and regain honour among the
nations.!” As a founder of modern historical thought, Herder’s intellec-
tual world superseded that of Mendelssohn, the non-historical rational-
ist.

Within the Jewish community, an aggressive and critical approach by
the maskilim in treating religion replaced their earlier caution. An ex-
treme direction was taken by Mendelssohn’s wealthy disciple David
Friedlander. He believed that radical religious reform would lead to Jew-
ish regeneration and emancipation. In 1799 he petitioned Pastor Teller,
the liberal head of the Berlin Lutheran consistory, to allow a group of
Jews to become Christians without accepting Christian dogma. They
had cast off the Jewish ceremonial laws and believed that the moral laws
which remained were identical for both religions. Teller rebuffed their
approach. Men like Friedlander tried to accomplish reform from within
Judaism, but most of their children converted.

The death of the granitic Frederick II in 1786 and the accession of the
more benevolently disposed Frederick William II seemed promising for
the Prussian Jews. Committees studied the Jewish question once again,
and in 1790 an ordinance allowed them into schools and, with many
exceptions, into occupations as well. Jews had to adopt German family
names and record their business and communal affairs in German. Reli-
gious services could at last be conducted openly. All this was far from the
legal equality which the Jews sought. Individuals and families con-
tinued to hold separate rights and privileges. As if to give point to their
continued inequality and the variety of Jewish statuses, one rich Jewish
family was granted a hereditary title.

Perhaps it was the newness of Berlin that made its barely 3,000 Jews
so significant for the making of modern Jewish culture and society. Its
Jewish and general population was constantly growing. The laws and

16 Tbid. 141.

17 Isaiah Berlin, ‘Herder and the Enlightenment’, in Aspects of the Enlightenment, ed.
Earl R. Wasserman (Baltimore, 1965), esp. 60-76; Frederick M. Barnard, ‘Herder and
Israel’, Jewish Social Studies, 28/1 (Jan. 1966), 25-33.
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decrees enacted in Berlin, capital of Prussia which was to dominate
Germany, possessed particular importance. The beginning of Reform
Judaism, the ‘Science of Judaism’ and much of their subsequent de-
velopment took place there. From about 1780 Berlin was the city of the
Jewish salons, which also flourished briefly in Vienna a few years after-
wards. Well-educated daughters of wealthy families, eager for release
from their families’ largely traditional life, conducted salons where they
found it easy to make connections with Christians. In a society of rigid
social distinctions and social classes the salons allowed ready social
contact unobstructed by class divisions for writers, intellectuals, artists,
clergymen, civil servants, and others who likewise felt stifled by class
society. For about twenty years the Jewish salons were places to see and
be seen. Even Goethe, Herder, Schleiermacher, and Friedrich Schlegel
put in appearances, besides a host of lesser lights. It was considered im-
polite to speak openly of the Jewishness of the salons, but plenty was
said in private. The salon women found their Judaism a meaningless
burden. Some of them, like others of their background, divorced their
Jewish husbands, converted, and married Prussian nobles whom they
had met at a salon. The turn away from cultural cosmopolitanism to
Christian Prussian patriotism after 1806 ended the Jewish salons’ day.
They were overtaken by the significantly named Christian-German Eat-
ing Club which excluded Jews.®

By the time Joseph II was dead his reforms were beginning to take
effect and the Berlin salons were entertaining Prussian luminaries. But
when the winds of change started to heave from France with mighty
velocity, enlightened measures on the part of the Old Regime quickly
halted.

Upheaval

Two opposing points of view which emerged in the discussions of re-
forming or liberating the Jews foreshadow the terms of Jewish emanci-
pation in revolutionary and Napoleonic France. One view resembled

18 Deborah Hertz, Jewish High Society in Old Regime Berlin (New Haven, 1988); there is
deep insight in Hannah Arendt, Rahel Varnhagen (London, 1957).
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Dohm'’s, that the end of oppression and a humane policy would lead to
Jewish ‘regeneration’, a term which became common in France. The
other view, influenced by the Christian doctrine of the Jews as an ac-
cursed stock, maintained that the Jews were incorrigible. They could be
bettered only by coercion, the practice of enlightened despots. Both
viewpoints agreed that Jewish autonomy had to be abolished and con-
curred in their disdain for Jewish tradition.

The most significant discussion in France before the revolution took
place in an essay contest sponsored by the Royal Academy of Arts and
Sciences in Metz, the local society of enlighteners, and sponsored un-
officially by Malesherbes. Nine replies were received to the set question,
‘Are there means of making the Jews happier and more useful in France?’
One came from Thiery, a local lawyer, and another was signed ‘Zalkind-
Hourwitz, Polish Jew’, an anti-rabbinic and anti-Talmud maskil who was
cataloguer of Hebrew books at the royal library in Paris. Both wrote in
terms of coercive reform by enlightened despots. The most significant
reply came from a priest of millenarian and predestinarian beliefs, Abbé
Henri Grégoire, who foresaw the Jews’ conversion as a preliminary
to universal salvation. He believed they were likelier to convert once
emancipated rather than when oppressed and confined." (The British
Philo-Judaeans thought likewise during the 1820s. 2°) Grégoire played a
public role well into Napoleonic times, contributing not only to Jewish
emancipation but also to the abolition of slavery in the French colonies.

The French Revolution profoundly affected the Jews, as it affected all
Europe and much of mankind, far beyond the five years of its duration.
The epochal events began with Louis XVI summoning an Estates Gen-
eral to relieve his government’s financial distress. Asked to specify their
grievances, the king’s subjects did so in some 30,000 ‘notebooks of
grievances’ (cahiers de doléances), of which 307 complained against the
Jews. Some of the latter seem to be based on a draft which circulated in

19 Ruth F. Necheles, ‘The Abbé Grégoire and the Jews’, Jewish Social Studies, 23 (1971),
122-9; Grosclaude, Malesherbes, 631. David Feuerwerker, L’Emancipation des Juifs en
France de I’Ancien Régime a la fin du Second Empire (Paris, 1976), contains some significant
new material.

20 Todd M. Endelman, The Jews of Georgian England, 1714-1830: Tradition and Change
in a Liberal Society (Philadelphia, 1979), 78-83.
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Alsace. Most of these hostile complaints demanded an end to Jewish
usury and landholding, or even the expulsion of the Jews from the
province. On the other hand, a few cahiers displayed a spirit of enlight-
ened tolerance towards the Jews’' condition and criticized the poor
organization of credit facilities which almost compelled Jewish usury.?!
Not permitted to vote for delegates to the Estates General, the Jews of
Alsace and neighbouring Lorraine chose representatives who composed
cahiers and presented them to the Estates General. The Sefardim of
Bordeaux took part in the general election, but saw nothing in their own
condition to require a cahier or the enactment of a special law. Still, they
dispatched a delegation to watch over developments at Versailles, and
to combat any attempt to treat all Jews as one body.?? Altogether, the
Jewish issue was a minor one except to some Alsatians and of course to
the Jews.

Six weeks after it convened the Estates General became the National
Assembly and the revolution commenced. Jewish requests such as reduc-
tion of special taxes and freedom of residence and occupation continued
to be presented until Grégoire impressed on them that in a time of revo-
lution they should ask for everything. Contrary to the programme of
Jewish and Christian reformers the Alsatian Jews requested to ‘keep our
synagogues, rabbis, and syndics, in the same fashion as it all exists
today’.” Jewish autonomy remained until it shared the fate of other legal
privileges and was abolished in the grant of emancipation in 1791.

Sparked by the ‘great fear’, the peasant insurrection against noble
landlords during the revolutionary summer of 1789 did not spare the
Jews. When the peasants rushed to destroy documentary proof of their
debts and feudal obligations, an estimated twenty Alsatian Jewish com-
munities were harmed in property and slightly in person. An emigration

21 David Feuerwerker, ‘Les Juifs en France. Anatomie de 307 cahiers de doléances de
1789, Annales, 20 (1965), 45-61, sharply criticized by Bernhard Blumenkranz, ‘A pro-
pos des Juifs dans les cahiers de doléances’, Annales historiques de la Révolution frangaise,
39 (1967), 473-480.

22 Zosa Szajkowski, ‘The Diaries of the Bordeaux Jews to the Malesherbes Commis-
sion (1788) and the National Assembly (1790)’ (Hebrew; English summary) Zion, 18
(1953), 31-79.

3 Addresse . . . le 31 aoiit 1789, in La Révolution francaise et I"émancipation des juifs (8
vols, Paris, 1968; facsimile reprints of sources), v, no. 5, 13-14.
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followed which was far different from the later exodus of diehard parti-
sans of the Old Regime. Perhaps 250 Jews with children fled, mainly into
nearby Switzerland.?* One local Jew lamented in traditional fashion:

God comfort us for the distress [of Alsace] . . . some eighteen communities were
destroyed, two synagogues laid waste and their Torah scrolls torn up for our
many sins . . . Jews were expelled from the towns for now, their homes plun-
dered and destroyed together with holy books beyond number. Wonders and
miracles beyond number have been performed by God for us and all Jewry in
5549 [1789].%

Next year, in 1790, a Jew appealed for a Jeremiah to compose dirges
‘over the persecution, devastation, assaults and robbery committed
upon our poor despised people’.?

The National Assembly explicitly omitted the Jews from the revolu-
tionary legislation of August 1789, but Alsatian Jewish delegates joined
many others in loyal addresses:

In the name of the Eternal, author of all justice and truth; in the name of
the God who, having given everyone the same rights, has prescribed the same
duties for everyone; in the name of humanity outraged so many centuries by
the ignominious treatment which the unhappy descendants of the most an-
cient people have undergone in almost all countries of the world, we come to
beseech you kindly to give consideration to their deplorable fate.

Twice the Jewish question was brought before the Assembly and twice
postponed. During one of the debates a deputy who favoured the Jews,
Count Stanislas de Clermont-Tonnerre, expressed the general view in
celebrated words: ‘To the Jews as a nation everything is to be denied; ev-
erything should be given to them as individuals; they must not consti-
tute a political body nor an order within the State; they must be citizens
individually.’ The Jewish community as an autonomous body must be
dissolved, and the Jews must fit into the new society without legal priv-
ilege. If they insist on their autonomy, Clermont-Tonnerre added, they

24 Zosa Szajkowski, ‘Jewish Emigrés during the French Revolution’, Jewish Social Stu-
dies, 16/4 (Oct. 1954), app.

25 Z. Szajkowski, ‘Anti-Jewish Riots during the Revolutions of 1789, 1830, and 1848’
(Hebrew; English summary) Zion, 20 (1955), 82.  2¢ Ibid. 83.
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must be expelled. The Declaration of Equality and the Rights of Man
enacted in August 1789 included the Sefardic Jews of Bordeaux and the
south, but the abolition of their special privileges left them worse off
than before.?” Stung into action, they appealed to the National Assem-
bly. After noisy debate and a close vote it granted them the right of ac-
tive citizenship on 28 January 1790.2% The fully French Jews of Bordeaux
promptly dissolved their autonomous community. When news of
Jewish emancipation reached the city a near-riot ensued anyhow.

Alsatian Jewry were admitted to active citizenship twenty months
later. Their petition of 28 January 1790, composed by their young
Parisian lawyer Jacques Godard, substantially modified the Alsatians’
earlier petition to retain communal autonomy. It only said, ‘it is neces-
sary for the Jews to have their religious laws; they must have certain
internal regulations concerning the execution of these laws.’”” Godard
visited the sixty districts of Paris to urge his clients’ case. He was well con-
nected with the radical Paris Commune which provided the Constituent
(successor to the National) Assembly physical security. The Commune
demanded that the Alsatian Jewish question be brought promptly to the
Constituent Assembly floor, which was done. In sharp debate, the dele-
gates of Alsace and Lorraine forcefully opposed Jewish citizenship and
equality. Since arguments based on religion were unacceptable in the
new regime, the chief Alsatian spokesmen Abbé (later Cardinal) Maury
and Reubell argued against the Jews as moneylenders and speculators.
Catholics felt it intolerable that their faithful could not conscientiously
take the oath of active citizenship while the Jews could. Neither did the
recently emancipated Protestants favour Jewish emancipation.

What actually was the Jewish emancipation passed by the Con-
stituent Assembly on 27 September 17917 This first Jewish enfranchise-
ment in modern history allowed Jewish men to take the oath of

27 Z. Szajkowski, ‘The Diaries of the Bordeaux Jews’, esp. 45-7, 64-79.

28 This has been interpreted by numerous Jewish historians as a betrayal of oppressed
Ashkenazim by privileged Sefardim. However, the two groups had entirely different
legal statuses. The Sefardim cared little for the Ashkenazim and saw no likelihood that
they would receive rights.

29 ‘Petition des Juifs établis en France . . . le 28 janvier 1790’, in La Révolution frangaise,
v, no. 10; Zosa Szajkowski, ‘Jewish Autonomy Debated and Attacked during the French
Revolution’, Historia Judaica, 20 (1958), 31-46.
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allegiance and thus enrol as ‘active citizens’. Citizen rights were for in-
dividuals only, and a Jew’s oath of citizenship was ‘considered a renun-
ciation of all privileges and exceptions introduced previously in their
favour’. Without the mantle of autonomy, Alsatian Jews were then ex-
pected to become French in language, culture, and appearance. Hope-
fully, they would also quit peddling and moneylending.>

Jews were inescapably drawn into the revolutionary vortex. Many took
the citizens’ oath ceremonially. When twenty-eight Jews were sworn at
Lunéville on 17 January 1792, one of them delivered a speech and took
part in a session of the municipal council. The financier Berr-Isaac Bing
led Jews to be sworn in Nancy, and in a speech asked ‘indulgence for his
timid and ignorant coreligionists’ who had not come with him. Diehard
Strasbourg for a month refused to swear in Jews as citizens.?! Hostility to
Jews in Alsace continued high and in February 1792, five months after
the emancipation, rumours of Jewish speculation in the new assignat
currency sparked a mob attack on the Metz ghetto, which General
Lafayette helped to suppress.®2 Jews purchased mainly for resale ‘national
property’, formerly feudal and church lands, but in nothing like the
amounts reported in tales of vast Jewish speculation.

The Reign of Terror between September 1792 and July 1794 claimed
five known Jewish victims, and others who felt endangered fled or hid.
One who hid was a wealthy Bordeaux Sefardi, Abraham Furtado, an
active Girondist who left a memoir of his experiences.?* Neither the

30 Metz Jews and their descendants, even those living in other parts of France, were
compelled to pay off that community’s long-term debt to a ducal family which had
been granted the privilege in 1720 of collecting a tax from them. Zosa Szajkowski, Auto-
nomy and Jewish Communal Debts during the French Revolution of 1789 (New York, 1959).
The case dragged on in the courts until 1870!

31 Robert Anchel, Napoléon et les juifs (Paris, 1928), 6-7, 13.

32 7. Szajkowski, ‘Riots against the Jews in Metz’ (Hebrew; English summary) Zion, 22
(1957), 76.

33 Zosa Szajkowski, ‘Jewish Participation in the Sale of National Property during
the French Revolution’, Jewish Social Studies, 14 (1952), 291-316; and Zion, 22 (1957), 76.

34 A copy of its French original has recently been found: Frances Malino, ‘Mémoires
d’un patriote proscrite by Abraham Furtado’, in Michael: On the History of the Jews in
the Diaspora, iv, ed. S. Simonsohn and ]. Shatzmiller (Tel Aviv, 1976), 74-162; Zosa
Szajkowski, ‘The Sephardic Jews of France during the Revolution of 1789’, Proceedings of
the American Academy for Jewish Research, 24 (1955), 137-64.
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Terror nor the accompanying persecution of religion was anti-Semitic,
and Catholics probably suffered more than Jews. When the Religion of
Reason briefly reigned in 1794 synagogues yielded up their silver orna-
ments and closed, and their functionaries made themselves scarce.
Circumcision, kosher slaughter, and Sabbath observance were forbid-
den and cemeteries were violated in the name of the short-lived new re-
ligion. In St Esprit near Bayonne, however, the mainly Jewish members
of the local Jacobin club kept the synagogue intact while urging it to be
patriotic and revolutionary.*

Little had been known of one prominent victim of the Terror, ‘Junius
Frey’, an Austrian military volunteer, born a Jew, who became involved
in obscure intrigue. Thanks to Scholem’s research we now know him as
Moses Dobruschka, a near relative and once a possible heir of Jacob
Frank. In his youth a Hebrew and German writer, Dobruschka converted
to Christianity with the rest of his wealthy family and took the name
‘von Schonfeld’. He became the leader of an esoteric mystical branch
of Freemasonry before he moved to Strasbourg and then on to Paris as
‘Junius Frey’, to cast his lot with the Revolution. Dobruschka/von
Schonfeld/Frey at his core was a Frankist through all the peregrinations
which ended under the guillotine in 1794.3¢

When the conservative Directory took control in 1795 France was em-
broiled in the wars which ended only in 1815. Jewish religious life strug-
gled back to normal. Compared with what had just ended and what lay
ahead under Napoleon, French Jews enjoyed a quiet period. Few Jews
sought yet to exploit the opportunities opened by emancipation. How-
ever, many freshly emancipated young Jews were attracted to a military
career and enlisted in the army, while others resorted to the widely used
right of procuring substitutes to be drafted in their place. Hundreds were
to serve under Napoleon, the wealthier ones as officers. The number of
Jewish soldiers steadily rose to 630 in 1810.%”

35 Zosa Szajkowski, ‘Synagogues during the French Revolution of 1789-1800’, Jewish
Social Studies, 20 (1958), 215-29.

36 Gershom Scholem, ‘The Career of a Frankist: Moses Dobruschka and his Meta-
morphoses’ (Hebrew; English abstract) Zion, 35 (1970), pp. v-viii, 127-81.

37 Another report gave 797 in 1808. Zosa Szajkowski, ‘French Jews in the Armed

Forces during the Revolution of 1789’, Proceedings of the American Academy for Jewish
Research, 26 (1957), 139-52.
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Old ways persisted. Complaints went to the authorities over disorder
in synagogues, failure to pay the now voluntary community imposts,
rabbis’ unpaid salaries, a man'’s allegation that he had been placed under
a ban, and the plaint from the rabbi of Worms that since Worms was
annexed to France his religious authority had been flouted.’® One
observes the halting steps by which Jews oriented themselves to a new
status which their traditions did not anticipate. Republican fervour took
hold. The gravestone of Samuel Patto, dead at 24 in Bayonne, was not
inscribed with Hebrew or even civil data but read, ‘Deceased the 28
Prairal, Year II [16 June 1794] of the one and indivisible French Repub-
lic... O immortal soul, seek to live free or let me be a good republican.’*
Paris Jewry, numbering 500 in 1789, increased to 4,000 by 1808, evenly
divided between Sefardim and Ashkenazim. Jews were not intermarry-
ing, or not yet, in part because civil marriage did not exist.*! Even within
the deeply traditional Alsatian communities one sees linguistic change
from Alsatian Yiddish to French, disaffection from religious and com-
munal rules, and migration to the metropolis. Probably exaggerating
the extent of change, the prefect of Meurthe found in 1802 ‘a noticeable
amelioration’. After a decade of emancipation manners were ‘more
polite in the leisured class’ and French was replacing Yiddish and Ger-
man. Some Jews still sought ‘to maintain the rules of discipline which
are as much religious as civil’, while others found them ‘an insufferable
yoke’. The prefect proposed that the Jews be ‘placed under regulation’.*

Jewish life in neighbouring lands likewise underwent revolutionary
disruption. The arrival of the French army meant conquest or liberation,
and to most Jews it meant liberation. Between 1793 and 1797 the
Netherlands, northern Italy, and the German Rhineland came under
French rule. In the unstable conditions on France’s border banditry evi-
dently became common. A bandit chief proffered as alibi for his deeds
that he ‘conducted hostilities exclusively against Jews’.*> On the other

3 Anchel, Napoléon et les juifs, 43-54.

3 Ibid. 30 n. 5, citing earlier literature. 40 Ibid. 37-8.

41 Zosa Szajkowski, ‘Marriages, Mixed Marriages and Conversions among French
Jews during the Revolution of 1789’, Historia Judaica, 19 (1959), 33-54.

42 Anchel, Napoléon et les juifs, 35-6, 45-6.

4 T. C. W. Blanning, Reform and Revolution in Metz, 1743-1803 (Cambridge, 1974),
295-7.
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hand, about eighty Jewish robbers and killers known as la bande juive
operated profitably around the French-Dutch-Spanish Netherlands
frontier. Their leaders were a husband and wife who had family mem-
bers with them. The wife, Dinah Jacob, told of her brother who was also
arobber chief. Her bandits had connections with Jewish merchants, rep-
utable or otherwise, from Brussels and Ghent to Paris.*

The Jews in Italy suffered assaults when the arrival of the French army
was imminent. Papal officials prevented an attack on the Roman ghetto
in 1793 but tightened its already stifling regime. Jews in northern Italy
welcomed their deliverance from ghetto life by the French. In Venice
ghetto gates were taken off their hinges and burnt, and similar scenes
were enacted in Padua, Verona, Siena, and Ancona. A bitter price for the
brief freedom was exacted, however, when the French army withdrew in
1797 and the old regime was restored. Bloody riots took Jewish lives. In
Ancona Jews were burned alive, and murders in Siena reached up to the
Torah ark in the synagogue. On the other hand, papal Rome was cap-
tured in 1798 and its ghetto regime abolished, the pope exiled, and the
ghetto gates destroyed. The Jews of the Italian peninsula were again lib-
erated by French conquest in 1800, this time without disturbance.*

Amsterdam Jewry remained the largest urban community in Christen-
dom even after much emigration.* Most Dutch Jews had been firmly
loyal to the conservative House of Orange during the uprising of the lib-
eral Patriots of the 1780s. After a winter siege they underwent the French
conquest without molestation. The general commanding the self-styled
‘liberators’ of 1796 summoned the Ashkenazic leaders to assure them of
his benevolence and to offer his aid. Relieved, they asked and promptly
received permission to take their unburied dead with a military escort
across the ice to the cemetery out of town. A sweeter moment came
when the lofty Sefardim requested the Ashkenazim to show them the
ropes with the new rulers and make introductions. Other implications

# The story is told from Dinah’s full confession to the French police in Richard C.
Cobb, Paris and its Provinces, 1792-1802 (London, 1975), 142-93.

45 Cecil Roth, ‘Some Revolutionary Purims’, Hebrew Union College Annual, 10 (1935),
451-82; ‘Supplement’, ibid. 12-13 (1938), 679-699.

46 C. H. Wilson, Anglo-Dutch Trade and Commerce in the Eighteenth Century (repr.
Cambridge, 1966), index s.v. ‘Jews’.
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of ‘liberation’ appeared when the French gave the Jews, like other
Amsterdam religious bodies, placards to hang in their houses of worship
which proclaimed liberation and the end of Sabbath restrictions such as
riding. Jewish representatives, joined by their rabbi, had the awkward
task of explaining to the French military rulers that they could not
abrogate religious laws prohibiting Sabbath riding.+”

Signs of internal division appeared when young members of the
upper middle class, one-time partisans of the Patriots, established the
Felix Libertate society to modernize the community and its religious ser-
vices. Felix Libertate sought curtailment of community autonomy, with
power taken away from rabbis and lay authorities, besides freedom of
occupation. The traditional community, including the socially and reli-
giously conservative poor, many of whom depended on community
charity, refrained from demands. Nor did traditionalists manifest en-
thusiasm for complete emancipation by the National Assembly of the
Batavian Republic in 1797. They were adhering to the rule which was as
old as the community, to stay out of general politics; it was Felix Liber-
tate which broke the rule, followed later by others. French pressure
made sure of a unanimous vote for Jewish emancipation. During the ex-
tended debate principles of justice and equality were invoked in favour
of emancipation, while opponents raised complaints against Jewish
business practices and claimed that the Jews were more interested in the
Jewish state to be miraculously restored than in the land where they
lived. The Dutch debate over emancipation, unlike that in France and
later in Germany, contained few expressions of hostility to the Jews. Its
tone and motifs somewhat resemble later discussion of emancipation
in nineteenth-century Britain. Moreover, Dutch emancipation once
enacted was accepted as a settled issue not to be reopened. The Felix
Libertate reformers established a separatist Jewish community but had
to abandon it in 1809 when the sympathetic monarch, Napoleon’s
brother Louis, told them he required undivided Jewish support.

The French campaign of 1795 also conquered the west bank of the
Rhine. Like most of the German population, the Jews were cautious
about siding with the French even when they came as liberators. The

47 This episode is taken from the unpublished protocols of the Ashkenazic commu-
nity which are chronologically arranged at the municipal archives of Amsterdam.
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local Jewish communities stayed loyal to the respective rulers of Mainz,
Bonn, and Worms. Mainz had a Jewish history extending back to
medieval and even ancient times; the modern community began in the
late seventeenth century after centuries of exclusion. Mainz Jewry’s
favourable conditions made it appear a needless risk to side with the lib-
erators from the other side of the Rhine. To be sure, the local rabbi dif-
fered from the clergy in that mainly Catholic town by his adherence to
the revolutionary cause.*® The Jews of Mainz, eighty-seven in 1738,
numbered about 1,000 when the French arrived, squeezed into fifty-
seven houses containing 250 dwellings. Contrary to general practice
Mainz Jews could own land and houses. The Jews were in the early stages
of modern life, with general schooling open to their children and the
authority of rabbis and community declining. Nearly all Jews were oc-
cupied in finance and trade, with twelve of the 227 Jewish householders
having incomes in excess of 12,000 florins and no fewer than fifty-seven
assessed in the highest two categories of taxpayers. A Jew needed 5,000
florins to be allowed to settle in Mainz.*’ After France annexed the west
bank of the Rhine in 1797 and emancipation was enacted, the meaning
of the new regime became clearer. Jewish autonomy dissolved as the
Mainz Jewish community was forbidden to impose taxes. Two French
commissioners sharply threatened the Jews if they did not take the citi-
zen's oath.*® In Bonn the Jews had a more stirring experience. Led by the
young physician and revolutionary Dr Solomon Amschel, on Rosh
ha-Shanah, 26 September 1797, they tore down their ghetto gate.! Less
exciting was the Jews’ long, ultimately successful struggle to settle in
Cologne,*> which they could previously enter only on business and then
leave.>

4 Joseph Hansen, Quellen zur Geschichte des Rheinlandes im Zeitalter des franzéischen
Revolution (4 vols., Bonn, 1931-8), iv. 920 n.

# F.-G. Dreyfus, Sociétés et mentalités a Mayence dans la seconde moitié du X Vllle siecle
(Paris, 1968), 310-20; Blanning, Reform and Revolution, 180, 184-5.

50 Hansen, Quellen, ii. 760 n. 3.; iv. 812 n. ST Ibid. iv. 76 n. 3.

52 Ibid. iii. 410, is an unusual example of non-Jewish support for the Jews’ rights.

53 An admirable study is Shulamit S. Magnus, Jewish Emancipation in a German City:
Cologne, 1798-1871 (Stanford, Calif., 1998).
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Jews and the Napoleonic Empire

Napoleon Bonaparte, First Consul from 1799 and emperor from 1804,
had a negative attitude to the Jews, as is known from his occasional re-
marks. The oft-repeated tale that as French commander in the Holy
Land in 1799 he issued an invitation to all Jews to resettle in their home-
land is no more than a fable. That supposed invitation has never been
found or authenticated, and no contemporary Jew mentioned it. Once
Napoleon proclaimed himself emperor in 1804, he prepared to formu-
late a policy for the Jews he ruled as he had done with the Protestant
minority and for the Catholic Church of the great majority. Throughout
his reign Napoleon's policies for French Jews tended to be arbitrary, but
for Jews elsewhere they were generous. French Jews had unhappy mem-
ories of their emperor but most French Jewish historians, following the
Jacobin tradition which Napoleon appropriated, wrote of him apolo-
getically. Jews elsewhere on the Continent had reason to see him
admiringly as their liberator.>*

The Jews’ turn came in 1806. Debtors’ difficulties during the financial
crisis of 1805-6 stirred bitter complaints that the Jews were the harshest
creditors. The actual proportion of Jews among creditors has not been
established and may run from 14 to 40 per cent. Hearing these com-
plaints en route home through Alsace after his victory at Austerlitz, the
emperor gave free rein to his dislike of the Jews, ‘[A] reviled nation, de-
graded, capable of every low act . . . the Jews must be considered a nation
and not a [religious] sect . . . it is too humiliating for the French nation

4 Just as historians have long argued over Napoleon as the first modern dictator or
‘the son of the Revolution’ (see Pieter Geyl, Napoleon for and against (paperback edn.,
New Haven, 1967)), so have debates flared over Napoleon’s Jewish policies. They are
summarized in two articles by Francois Delpech, ‘L’histoire des Juifs en France de 1780
a 1840’, in Les Juifs et la Révolution frangaise, ed. B. Blumenkranz and A. Soboul (Toul-
ouse, 1976), esp. 24-33, and ‘Les Juifs en France et dans I'Empire et la genése du Grand
Sanhedrin,” in Blumenkranz and Soboul (eds.), Le grand Sanhédrin de Napoléon (Toul-
ouse, 1979), 16-26. In ‘L’histoire’, 28-9, Delpech tells an instructive story of the distin-
guished pro-Jacobin historian Albert Mathiez’s verbal and written rage at his pupil Robert
Anchel’s revision of the accepted adulation of Napoleon. See also Z. S. Pipe, ‘Napoleon
in Jewish Folklore’ (Yiddish), in E. Tcherikower (ed.), Yidn in Frankraykh (Yiddish) 2
vols., (New York, 1942) i. 153-89.
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to find itself at the mercy of the vilest nation.” If Alsatian Jewry were
massacred, he fumed, they would bear the blame themselves.5* Napo-
leon was convinced that the position of the Jews had to be regulated and
debtors saved not from creditors but from Jewish creditors. A new Jew-
ish policy was in the making, one which set aside their emancipation to
appease complaints against Jewish moneylending in Alsace and to give
expression to the emperor’s prejudices and nationalist wishes to convert
the Jews quickly into Frenchmen.

As word spread of Napoleon'’s intention to deal with the Jews, the first
salvo of anti-Jewish, anti-emancipation reaction in Europe was fired.
With the argument against giving rights to Jews outdated, the new
attack was aimed at the ‘error’ of having given them. Poujol, a spokes-
man for Alsatian grievances, denounced Alsatian Jewry in a widely
noticed pamphlet, Some Observations about the Jews in General, and More
Particularly Those of Alsace. In ‘On the Jews’ Viscount de Bonald, the
philosopher of royalist reaction, argued that Jews could never belong as
equals to Christian French society and were harmful to it. They would
oppress far more than they had been oppressed in the past. Jewish rights
endangered the virtue and welfare of the Christian French people, who
could lose control of their own country to the ruthless skill of the Jews.
Their emancipation should be cancelled.’® De Bonald’s aristocratic
young friend Mole ‘sold’ some of his mentor’s ideas to the emperor in
Council of State debates over Jewish policy, against the arguments of the
majority for maintaining equal rights.

In May 1806 the Emperor Napoleon issued a decree in two parts. The
first suspended for one year the execution of judgments against farmers
in default to Jewish lenders—not just lenders—in Alsace, the Metz
region, and the German west bank of the Rhine. The second part sum-
moned an Assembly of Jewish Notables to be selected by local prefects
among the acculturated, wealthy and patriotic Jews of France and
northern Italy. The intention was ‘to make the Jews useful citizens, to
reconcile their beliefs with the duties of Frenchmen’. Notwithstanding

55 Quoted in Anchel, Napoléon et les juifs, 90. A briefer, more up to date account is
Simon Schwarzfuchs, Napoleon, the Jews and the Sanhedrin (London, 1979).

56 Vicomte de Bonald, ‘Sur les Juifs’ (1806) in (Euvres compleétes (2 vols., Paris, 1864),
ii, cols. 933-48, esp. conclusion.
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the condemnation which was implicit in the moratorium, the gathering
was expected to deliberate ‘in good spirits’ with concern for the public
good.” In fact, it was a rather discordant event because clashing opin-
ions reigned among the 111 delegates. Abraham Furtado, the one-time
fugitive from the Terror who was elected president, represented the
outlook of reform and acculturation. The foremost notable, however,
was Rabbi David Sinzheim of Strasbourg, an eminent rabbinic scholar
of the traditional type who represented the most conservative view
tenable within an assembly whose duty was to foster the Gallicization
of the Jews. Government representatives soon realized that Sinzheim’s
views carried more weight with the mass of Jews than anyone else’s.

The emperor’s commissioners, after admonishing the notables that
they were expected to show themselves truly French, then put twelve
questions to them for deliberation and response. Two questions en-
quired about polygamy and the issuance of divorces, and three asked
about the appointment of rabbis and the extent of their authority. One
queried the permissibility of intermarriage with Christians, and another
enquired whether any professions were religiously forbidden to Jews.
Two questions called for patriotic responses: whether ‘Frenchmen are
considered brothers or strangers’ and did they ‘acknowledge France as
their country. Are they bound to defend it? Are they bound to obey its
laws?’ The final two questions were the touchiest:

11. Does the law of the Jews forbid them to take usury [neshekh] from their
brethren?

12. Does it forbid them or does it allow them to take usury from strangers?

The questions which raised few if any halakhic problems were those
about polygamy, the obligation to obey French law and render military
service, and to regard France as their land and Frenchmen as their bro-
thers. The answers were delivered with fervent cheers. However, it was
touchier to explain why they would not intermarry even after the par-
ties underwent civil marriage. It was explained that rabbis, like clergy of
other religions, could hardly recite Jewish marital blessings for persons
of a different religion. Divorce took place among Jews but only after a

57 Letter of 22 July 1806, quoted in Anchel, Napoléon et les juifs, 159.
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civil divorce. The taking of interest was the touchiest question of all,
since the Bible did forbid it from ‘your Hebrew brother’ and permitted it
from the ‘stranger’. The assembly, guided by Sinzheim, declared that the
Bible’s distinction was between loans for personal need and business
loans. On personal loans no interest (ribbit) was to be taken from Jews or
from Frenchmen who were now their brothers, while on business loans
it was permissible to take modest interest from a fellow Jew by means of
legal fiction.®

Napoleon’s officials professed themselves satisfied with these an-
swers, but in private they doubted their sincerity. The next step in the
emperor’s scenario was to convene the renowned Grand Sanhedrin of
1807. Jewish communities throughout Europe were invited to send
deputies to a body which would frame a charter for Judaism in the new
age. Governments were also apprehensive of Napoleon’s revolutionary
appeal to their respective Jews, as shown by the edgy reaction of the
Habsburg rulers. Conservative Jewish communities outside France simi-
larly distrusted the French proposal. Only Frankfurt Jewry was repre-
sented, but that city was under direct French rule. The delegates from
Amsterdam were only the reformist Felix Libertate after the official com-
munity refused to take part. The small communities of northern Italy
were represented and also French Jewry itself.

The Grand Sanhedrin which followed, with almost the same mem-
bership as the Assembly of Notables, was opened by the emperor him-
self and conducted ceremoniously. The Grand Sanhedrin was no more
than an exercise in public relations, but it represented itself as the
revival of the ancient institution, defunct since Mishnaic times.* Few
rabbis were present, among whom only David Sinzheim was of note.
The Grand Sanhedrin ratified the decisions of the Assembly of Notables
and declared, without basis in Jewish law, that they bound all Jews. It
proclaimed the glory of French citizenship and the duty of military

58 This resembles John Calvin’s doctrine of interest; R. H. Tawney, Religion and the
Rise of Capitalism (London, 1926), 202-6.

59" A contrary opinion, upholding in halakhic terms the emperor’s authority to call a
Sanhedrin, is Charles Touati, ‘Le Grand Sanhédrin de 1807 et le Droit rabbinique’ in
Bernhard Blumenkranz and Albert Soboul (eds.), Le Grand Sanhédrin de Napoléon

(Toulouse, 1979), 27-48. See also Schwarzfuchs, Napoleon, the Jews and the Sanhedrin:
64-114.
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service. Everyone felt satisfied: reformers like Furtado saw paths open to
modern Judaism, traditionalists led by Sinzheim were relieved that the
decisions had not transgressed Jewish law, and all felt that they had
pleased the regime. The Grand Sanhedrin adjourned until called again,
which never happened.

The regime’s further plans had been kept from the Jewish deputies.
Eight months later three decrees were issued, allegedly requested by the
Jewish deputies, after efforts to modify them from within proved fruit-
less. Two decrees established a new communal regime. There were to be
twelve regional committees, called consistories, whose original mem-
bers would be selected by local prefects from the prosperous, patriotic,
and French Jews of their respective regions. They would direct the prac-
tice of Judaism in their districts, including the form of religious worship,
a communal census, the appointment of truly French rabbis, and com-
munal taxes. In Paris a Central Consistory with a chief rabbi would rule
the system. This oligarchic, compulsory system with its bias towards
French acculturation was the first modern communal structure. After
democratization and other changes, as a voluntary body it remains the
central institution of French Jewry to this day. The consistory system
was copied in lands under Napoleonic rule. A minor Napoleonic reform
was the requirement that all Jews assume family names, as many had al-
ready done, in place of X son/daughter of Y. The scorpion’s sting came
in the third decree, known as ‘the infamous decree’ and scheduled to re-
main in force ten years. While ending the moratorium on repaying
debts to Jewish lenders, it made most such debts to Jewish lenders un-
collectable even in court. The decree regulated the interest which Jews
were allowed to charge, and limited who might borrow from them. In
order to deal in commerce Jews in Alsace had to secure an annual licence
backed by proof of character and honesty. The ‘infamous decree’ in-
cluded many more limitations and caused serious economic deteriora-
tion to Alsatian Jewry while it was in force. Unlike other Frenchmen,
Jews were forbidden to hire a substitute to do their army service. During
the remaining years of his regime Napoleon did not trouble much with
the French Jews. Under Louis XVIII the decree expired in 1818.
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European Jewry and Napoleon

The dictator Napoleon who curtailed the rights of French Jews was
revered and hated in much of Europe as ‘the son of the Revolution’. The
conquering French army stimulated far-reaching changes in the regimes
of the lands it subdued, including western Germany, Prussia, and north-
ern Italy. Monarchs felt apprehensive that their Jews might take part in
the Grand Sanhedrin and forbade them to go, but its message reached
distant countries. In the satellite Kingdom of Westphalia of north-west
Germany an ambitious latter-day court Jew, Israel Jacobson, dominated
the new consistory and sponsored religious and educational reform. His
proposal to the French emperor in 1805 that a Sanhedrin legislate basic
changes for the new era of Judaism may have started that project. In the
synagogue which he erected in Seesen Jacobson devised and conducted
from 1809 the first services of what later became Reform Judaism.

The free cities of Germany under French rule, including Hamburg,
Liibeck, Bremen, and Frankfurt, had Jewish rights thrust upon them.
They sought to cancel what the French imposed as soon as the con-
querors departed. Prussia moved towards Jewish rights on its own but
its path was long and tortuous. Reforming the Jews’ status had been
discussed endlessly in memoranda circulated within its all-powerful
bureaucracy from the death of Frederick II in 1786, but no concrete re-
sult emerged before Prussia suffered total defeat by the French and was
forced into submission. Prussia then undertook far-reaching reforms be-
tween 1807 and 1812, and Jewish subjection and the privileges enjoyed
by a few wealthy Jewish families came under consideration. The preva-
lent Prussian view, which fitted the mind of that absolutist state, held
that the Jews must be educated and show they merited improved status.
With eloquent clarity the statesman-philosopher Wilhelm von Hum-
boldt advocated in 1809 full, immediate rights:

[A]s a result of gradual abolition the very segregation that it sets out to liquid-
ate is confirmed in all the spheres that it has not yet abolished . . . Though they
may admit that there are worthy Jews, no matter how many the people will
still not readily change their views about Jews as such. They will always look
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upon the individuals as exceptions. It is not that the state ought to teach
respect for the Jews. What it ought to do is to eradicate the inhumane and pre-
judiced mentality that judges a human being not by his specific qualities but
by his descent and religion . . . This the State can only do by saying loud and
clear that it no longer recognizes any difference between Jews and Christians.*®®

Humboldt’s brilliance in ministerial office did not overcome the
habits of states and individuals. Radical liberals who advocated separa-
tion of Church and State and broad civic equality also favoured equal
rights for the Jews, expecting in return internal reforms on their part.°
However, many liberals clung to the idea of only gradually granting
rights, while some leaders of reform, including Baron vom Stein of Prus-
sia and Montgelas of Bavaria, not to speak of opposition diehards, op-
posed equal Jewish rights altogether. However, the sympathetic Prussian
chancellor Hardenberg favoured granting rights. As a first step, when
towns were empowered in 1808 to elect councils and officials, Jews were
granted municipal rights, which a few already had by virtue of their
naturalization in German states and in Berlin. In further steps the
monopoly privileges of guilds which kept out Jews were revoked, and
economic freedom was broadened. The climax came at the end of the
era of the ‘revolution from above’, in the law of 1812 which granted
citizenship, equal rights, and freedom of occupation to Prussian Jews.
The Act denied to Jews army officership and administrative and judicial
posts, saying vaguely, as was the case with reforms in other spheres, that
further legislation would extend Jewish rights. Instead, during the post-
1815 reaction Jewish rights were whittled down. Even so, patriotism in
the rising Jewish generation became fervent and Prussian Jewry long
celebrated 11 March 1812 as its day of liberation. Many Jewish volun-
teers fought Napoleon in the German ‘war of liberation’ in 1813-14,
and their own full liberation was expected soon. However, the ruling
classes, again secure in the saddle after the French conqueror’s downfall,
had opposite intentions towards the Jews and other subordinate classes.

%0 Quoted and trans. in Reinhard Riirup, ‘Jewish Emancipation and Bourgeois Soci-
ety’, Leo Baeck Institute Year Book, 14 (1969), 86.

o1 Fritz Valjavec, Die Entstehung der politischen Strémungen in Deutschland, 1770-1815
(Munich, 1951), 402-4.
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Eastern Europe

But the most drastic change in Jewish status seemed about to take place
in Napoleon'’s creation, the Duchy of Warsaw, fashioned in 1807 mainly
from Prussia’s Polish lands.? Its political life retained some of the spirit
of the reform programmes that had been undertaken when Poland was
collapsing politically. The men of the Polish Enlightenment had put
forth proposals to foster industry and alleviate the wretchedness of the
peasantry, while the status of the Jews was the subject of yet other pro-
posals coming mainly from the liberal wing of the gentry. Polish re-
formers said little if anything about Jewish rights, but spoke much of
abolishing Jewish autonomy and ending Jewish distinctiveness in dress
and language. The reforming Sejms after 1764 sharply increased Jewish
taxes and did away with the once powerful Council of Four Lands. The
Council’s vast debts were parcelled out among local communities. The
Sejm also legislated against Jewish innkeepers, and townspeople pressed
for drastic restrictions and expulsions against the Jews. Several Jewish re-
formers and maskilim presented programmes derived from the Haskalah
in the west. These laid special emphasis on guiding young Jews away
from commerce and into ‘productive’ occupations in farming and
handicrafts. They too said very little about Jewish rights. Traditional
Jews, the rabbis, and the kehillot opposed all these reforms and nothing
came of them during the Four Years Sejm from 1788 to 1792. The Polish
revolt of 1794, led by Kosciusko, once a volunteer in the American War
of Independence, who spoke in terms of Jewish equality, recruited
Jewish volunteers and stirred Jewish enthusiasm, but it was crushed by
Russian intervention. That marked the end of independent Poland.
The Duchy of Warsaw contained nearly 400,000 Jews, almost twice as
many as all other lands under Napoleonic rule. They petitioned for
equal rights in 1808, but reaction was riding high in France. The ‘infa-
mous decree’ had just been issued, so there was no pressure from France
to give rights to Polish Jews. Equal rights were accordingly postponed by
decree for ten years, to give the Jews time to ‘eradicate their distinguish-

%2 Artur Eisenbach, The Emancipation of the Jews in Poland, 1780-1870 (Oxford, 1991),
128-48.
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ing characteristics, which mark them off so strongly from the rest of the
population’. After ten years, in 1818, the Duchy of Warsaw no longer
existed and Russia ruled. Emancipation and assimilation in Poland was
to run a different course.

The new political reality of Poland began in 1772 with its threefold
division into Prussian, Galician Habsburg, and Russian lands. To the
Jews of eastern Europe, whose way of life differed broadly from that of
western Jewry after 1800, the regime of Napoleon must have appeared
an apparition. Indeed, Napoleon was believed by many to be the Jewish
Messiah, preparing the way for the Messiah of the House of David. Revo-
lutionary reform and Napoleonic rule left a vivid memory but little last-
ing effect. The social structure changed little. As long as Polish territorial
lords maintained faithful allegiance to tsar, emperor, or king respect-
ively, they were allowed to continue ruling their domains, and Jews
continued being subordinate to them. Polish Jews, for centuries a recog-
nized corporate body accustomed to ready access to the ruling powers,
now found themselves legally undefined and powerless. The highest
authorities in Russia and Prussia were almost inaccessible, and only the
provincial governors sent to Galicia by the Catholic Habsburgs were
easier to reach. Prussia was Lutheran, while newly Russian Jews became
the subjects of tsars who were the pontifical rulers of the hostile Russian
Orthodox Church. Polish Jews under Prussian rule found themselves in
a tightly regulated regime like that which governed the Jews of Prussia
itself. These included strict limitation of population and livelihoods.
The old methods of bribing and influencing the Polish gentry had little
play with Prussia’s centralized bureaucracy. On the other hand, Prussian
officials soon learned that the Jews dominated Polish commerce, while
Jewish craftsmen could not be easily regulated nor could their number
be limited. The Prussian bureaucrats were surprised to find that Polish
Jews were more educated than the generally illiterate Poles. Prussian
Jewry’s emancipation in 1812 did not apply in Prussian Poland, which
continued until 1833 under the old regime of severe restrictions.

Jews had been generally forbidden to live in Russia even by the mod-
ernizer Peter the Great (1698-1725), although small settlements existed
sporadically. The early development of the new Russian Jewish com-
munity was unusually liberal even by west European standards, but it
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ended in reaction. Catherine the Great (1762-96) decreed that, religion
notwithstanding, the newly annexed Polish Jews would enrol in one
of the six economic classes with its respective privileges. That is, they
enjoyed equality with other members of their economic class. Still more
remarkable, during the 1780s Jews were elected to municipal councils
within a broad Jewish quota. Besides being allowed to own property and
sell liquor, they were allowed to preserve their autonomy, although
there was much discussion of curtailing or abolishing it. But then came
the revolution in France, which frightened reforming monarchs through-
out Europe into ceasing their reform projects.

Russia turned to reaction after 1790 and the Jews’ legal position
slowly worsened. From 1791 they could not buy land and could live and
carry on business only in specified provinces which were defined con-
clusively in 1800. The nobility wanted to drive the Jews off the land, and
especially to cut them out of the nobles’ profitable monopoly of distill-
ing and selling liquor. Alexander I's Jewish Statute of December 1804,
based on the detailed deliberations and elaborate reports of his Com-
mittee on the Jewish Question, codified reaction and set the direction of
Jewish status until 1917. One of the statute’s clauses decreed the expul-
sion of the Jews from the countryside in three stages, to be completed by
1812.% After the first stage the menace of Napoleon came close to Rus-
sia, and the regime delayed further expulsions. Loyalism and conser-
vatism inspired the great majority of Jewish religious leaders to support
the tsar during Napoleon’s invasion in 1812. Besides, they had heard of
his regime’s policies against Jewish traditions. But the loyalty of the Rus-
sian Jews to their tsar was ill rewarded.

The compulsory Enlightenment which the regimes sought to impose
stimulated the spread of Haskalah in eastern Europe after 1815. How-
ever, not Haskalah was spreading but its polar opposite, the Hasidic
movement. Hasidism was opposed by rabbis and communal leaders and

3 Shmuel Ettinger, ‘The Foundations and Tendencies in Russian Government Poli-
cies towards the Jews from the Partitions of Poland’ (Hebrew) He-Avar, 19 (1972), 20-34
and his ‘The Statute of 1804’ (Hebrew) He-Avar, 22 (1977), 87-110, including text of the
statute. Both articles emphasize traditional Russian state and Orthodox Church hostil-
ity. Richard Pipes, ‘Catherine II and the Jews: The Origins of the Pale of Settlement’,

Soviet Jewish Affairs, 5/2 (1975), 504-17, emphasizes the empress’s Enlightenment
intentions.
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also by regimes and suffered persecution in many places. The most in-
tensive persecution was in sizeable communities like Minsk and Vilna
and in the regions of Lithuania and White Russia. Their communal
regime was more potent than in the south, where Hasidism spread
almost unopposed. Hasidism also gained a strong foothold in central
Poland. The rejoicing of some Hasidim in Vilna during the Sukkot festi-
val of 1797 despite the death of the revered GR’A, their implacable
opponent, inspired angry vows of vengeance. Persecution included
forcing Hasidim to leave town, closing their prayer houses, and pre-
venting or destroying Hasidic publications.

Both sides ‘played rough’. Zaddikim were harried from town to town
in Austrian Galicia. In the north, Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Lyady was
twice informed on falsely to the Russian government as a traitor and im-
prisoned. After many weeks of detention and interrogation he was re-
leased as a harmless religious leader. Hasidim would eat only meat
which had been slaughtered by specially sharpened knives used by their
own shohetim, thus depriving the community of kashrut income. Com-
munities had to come to terms with Hasidim, and the latter were quite
willing. Haskalah, fostering modernization and broadened opportuni-
ties and enjoying official encouragement, for many years failed to influ-
ence the Jewish masses in eastern Europe. It was Hasidism, despised and
persecuted in many quarters, which drew the allegiance of masses of
common folk and of some of the wealthy and learned as well. If the
movement ever had elements of social revolt, they disappeared by 1800.

Hasidism was above all a religious movement. It endorsed folk reli-
gion and sanctified the pleasures of plain people, rejecting asceticism
and heightening joy and fervour in religious life. The early generations
of zaddikim moved among the people unencumbered by local attach-
ments, counselling and blessing them. The supreme potency of the zad-
dik’s prayers and incantations was believed to heal the sick, assure
livelihoods, and bring fertility to childless women. There is a treasury of
tales of the merits of zaddikim and the miracles they wrought. Even to
narrate their deeds was believed to confer religious merit. Not only the
lowering of Talmud study in the scale of religious values offended the
rabbinic and communal establishments, but also the independence
of Hasidism from the community. Later, to be sure, Hasidim often
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succeeded in taking over communities and installing a zaddik as local
rabbi. As early as 1799 they placed their own people on Vilna’s commu-
nity board.

Hasidism survived and flourished even later when modernity ad-
vanced into eastern Europe, but it was essentially rooted in late medi-
eval mystical Judaism. The Hasidic movement made no headway in
western Europe. It briefly appeared in Germany, in the Frankfurt com-
munity, where a gifted leader, Rabbi Nathan Adler, pursued many ritual
practices like those in east European circles. He too underwent severe
communal censure, and the movement did not outlast his death in
1800.% Late medieval Hasidic practices unrelated to the contemporary
movement held on in German Jewry into quite modern times. East Euro-
pean zaddikim and their followers were more alien to critical, rational,
and scientific modes of thought than those trained in Talmudic ration-
alism. Hasidim were immersed in a world of legend and miracle and
mystery. Biblical and Talmudic texts were understood mainly mystic-
ally or homiletically, remote from the rational and grammatical meth-
ods of great medieval exegetes or the contemporary Mendelssohn.
Judaism in rational, scholastic form could cope with modern life more
readily than Hasidism of mystery and miracle. Its contemporary vogue
as an antithesis to modernity is a separate story.

Across the Sea

Far from divided east European Jewry and its political and religious
struggles a small Jewish community of about 2,000 persons was taking
shape in the new American republic. Ashkenazim among them were
already preponderant over Sefardim by the time of the Declaration of
Independence in 1776. Jews took part in the American Revolution,
mainly but not only as adherents of the party of independence, serving
in the army and holding minor military and civil positions. Immigra-
tion came from Britain, Holland, and Germany, but almost stopped

64 Rachel Elior, ‘Nathan Adler and the Frankfurt Pietists: Pietist Groups of Fastern

and Central Europe during the Eighteenth Century’ (Hebrew; English summary), Zion,
54/1 (1994), 21-64.
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during the French revolutionary and Napoleonic wars. The American
Jewish population was probably no higher than 4,000 in 1815.

Emancipation and the separation of Church and State were predicates
of American Jewish existence from early days. To practise Judaism to
any extent or to be a Jew at all were voluntary matters, so that commu-
nal and religious life were whatever the Jews wanted to make of them.
Most desired affiliation with Judaism, and upheld Jewish tradition to
the best of their limited knowledge and inclinations. Elsewhere in the
New World, Canadian Jewry barely existed and in Spanish and Por-
tuguese Latin America, even with the Inquisition gone, there still were
only minuscule settlements. The flourishing settlements in Dutch Suri-
nam and the West Indies in 1780, prospering from the sugar trade, were
badly reduced by 1815.% Altogether, Jews in the New World, above all
the United States, did not appear before the middle of the nineteenth
century as a significant factor in Jewish life.

%5 Robert Cohen, Jews in Another Environment: Surinam in the Second Half of the Eigh-
teenth Century (Leiden, 1991).



5
Emancipation in Western Europe, 1815-1870

The Meaning of Emancipation

The peoples of Europe and their rulers sought peace and repose when
the stormy generation of revolution and war ended in 1815. The Jews
sought improved status as well. The era just ended had taken them far
towards equality and rights, but German states and principalities which
had been compelled to give these under Napoleonic dictation wished to
turn back the clock. For more than a half-century following the French
Revolution and Napoleon, obtaining emancipation and acceptance in
the general society became the central concern of Jewish life in western
and to a lesser extent eastern Europe.

The meaning of Jewish emancipation needs to be clarified. Jewish citi-
zenship and equal rights, as they were originally called, became a con-
tested issue wherever an Old Regime fell or underwent drastic reform.
The opposition to Jewish rights had its basis in ancient prejudice and in
support for the Old Regime with its official Christianity and established
church. Giving equal rights to the Jews implied a secular, de-Christian-
ized state, a prospect detested by the faithful of the Old Regime.! An-
cient prejudices restated and justified strengthened hostility to the Jews.
In opposing Jewish equality upholders of the Old Regime avoided quot-
ing from the many aspersions on the Jews expressed by men of the
Enlightenment because these intellectual destroyers of the Old Regime
were even more anathema than the Jews. During the nineteenth cen-
tury, however, religious hostility to the Jews and partiality for the Old
Regime gradually receded and were replaced by a new motif, national-

I An effective statement is Theodore S. Hamerow, The Social Foundations of German
Unification, 1858-1871: Struggles and Accomplishments (Princeton, 1972), 77 ff. A stimu-

lating recent collection on emancipation is Pierre Birnbaum and Ira Katznelson (eds.),
Paths of Emancipation: Jews, States, and Citizenship (Princeton, 1995).
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ism. In its name equal Jewish rights were opposed after 1815, in Ger-
many above all. To most German nationalists and to many nationalists
in other countries the Jews were always foreigners, strangers to the
nation and the national state.

The term emancipation was not yet applied to the Jews in the days of
Mendelssohn and Dohm.? It was first used for the movement to free
black slaves in the European colonies of the West Indies. In the Jews’
case, the terms first used for rights were ‘citizenship’ or ‘civic improve-
ment’. These distinctions are not merely verbal. Jews were of course not
slaves, and the familiar usage ‘discriminated against’, which assumes
legal equality, is likewise out of place because that did not yet exist. In
Old Regime societies Jews like everyone else had their distinct legal
status. Most eighteenth-century Jewish communities in western Europe
were part of the Old Regime, set in their beliefs and community life and
generally accepting its order of things. It was possible for individual Jews
to rise in the legal and social scale, and for wealthy Jews to acquire a
privileged status for themselves. But when the Jews petitioned for some
change it was not for ‘civic improvement’. That usually meant compul-
sory Enlightenment and reduced autonomy with little given in return.

It was the French Revolution’s abolition of legal privilege which made
Jewish equality possible, indeed necessary. The debates during the revo-
lution show that French Jews acquired equality and citizenship in the
revolutionary regime not because they were now regarded with greater
affection but on account of the revolution’s principles. These principles
also compelled them to surrender their autonomy. The grant of citizen-
ship and equality was repeated in the countries which came under revo-
lutionary or Napoleonic rule. To many Jews equality and citizenship
were unwanted or unsettling, even though the abolition of heavy Jew-
ish taxes and forms of degradation was doubtless welcome.

Two countries may be mentioned as an exception. In Great Britain
Jews had virtual legal equality but, like all who were not of the estab-
lished Church of England, no political rights. In the newly founded

2 Jacob Katz, ‘The Term “Jewish Emancipation”: Its Origin and Historical Impact’, in
Alexander Altmann (ed.), Studies in Nineteenth Century Jewish Intellectual History (Cam-
bridge, Mass., 1964), 1-25, first made these distinctions, but his conclusions differ from
those here.
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United States of America, where about 2,000 Jews lived when the Con-
stitution went into force in 1789, there were equal rights for all white
persons. The Constitution did not even mention Jews. Remaining
restrictions on political rights in some of the thirteen original states’
constitutions were abolished within a few years.

Why the indifference, bewilderment or downright opposition of
many Jews in the Napoleonic empire to the new world of equality? The
answer appears to lie in the extent of assimilation among them. Con-
trary to much tendentious usage, assimilation does not mean an end to
Jewish identity. It means being or seeking to be similar to the majority
society in dress, language, education, and culture. However, it does not
mean similarity to the majority, who were still uneducated, impover-
ished peasants in every European society, but rather acceptance into a
more desirable social class within the majority society.

Except for Bordeaux Sefardim and several well-to-do Alsatian enlight-
eners, few Jews in revolutionary France knew the world they were
expected to become part of. They acquired equal rights before they
underwent a significant degree of assimilation. This minimal Jewish
assimilation irritated Napoleon, who disliked Jews anyhow, and his
Jewish policy sought to compel them to become French. A contrast is
England, where the thirty years’ campaign for political emancipation
was carried on from 1829 by a Jewish community which was already
quite British. This made demands to assimilate superfluous. Some
British Jews, especially the more pious, opposed political emancipation,
feeling that it would encourage religious indifference in the Jewish com-
munity. In their view the civil rights they already possessed were suffi-
cient. Similarly, many British Christians were also opposed to political
rights for Jews, which would permit them to take part in making laws for
Christians. They realized that Jewish emancipation meant ‘the exten-
sion of religious plurality in a non-authoritarian society’;* Great Britain,
they feared, would become a secular society.

3 G. L. T. Machin, Politics and the Churches in Great Britain, 1832-1868 (Oxford, 1977),
380; Israel Finestein, ‘Anglo-Jewish Opinion during the Struggle for Emancipation
(1828-1858)’", Jewish Society in Victorian England (London, 1993), 1-53; David Feldman,
Englishmen and Jews: Social Relations and Political Culture, 1840-1914 (New Haven,
1994), 28-47, 72-89.
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It is first possible to speak of a Jewish emancipation movement after
the Napoleonic wars in countries where legal equality already existed.
When the struggle for emancipation resumed about 1830 after a period
of political reaction, it was conducted by the Jews themselves, since
their acculturation had advanced considerably. More and more Jews,
for example, spoke German and dressed, furnished their homes, read
books, and educated their children as Germans. They fervently declared
themselves loyal members of the German states where they lived and
devoted to Germany as a whole. Yet even when the long emancipation
process in western Europe concluded in 1870 German Jewry still lacked
full equality. They felt confident, however, that during the age of
progress the remaining forms of inequality would in good time be re-
moved.

Nothing like emancipation had ever happened before to Jews. Adjust-
ing to it was an arduous, unprecedented task for the Jewish community.
Judaism knew all too much of solace for sorrows and disasters, but many
centuries of confined life in most lands did not prepare the Jews for
broad personal freedom and mass transgression of religious obligations.
Ideologies which altered ancient fundamentals of Jewish life were like-
wise new. Bereft of autonomy and powers of compulsion even where
the law demanded formal community membership, as in Germany and
Austria, the emancipated Jewish community had to find a voluntary
basis for Jewish religious and cultural life. The effort was difficult, but
new and creative expressions of Judaism came forth as a result.

Was emancipation delusive? Even before the catastrophe of European
Jewry in the twentieth century, it became common to speak of Jewish
emancipation as a delusion which deceived the Jews as to their real posi-
tion. Open, blatant anti-Semitism in low and high places belied eman-
cipation. There was a sad awakening for those Jews who had supposed
that emancipation meant that the era of full Jewish acceptance had
arrived, when the limits of emancipation and the strength of anti-
Semitism became evident. Most Jews, however, took a practical view of
their emancipation. They had only to think of the world their grand-
fathers had inhabited. The cramped Cannongate main street of Edin-
burgh, dark and dirty, reminded a visiting German geographer during
the 1820s ‘that the extreme dirtiness in clothing and appearance has
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much in common with the Jews’ in the ghetto of his native Frankfurt.*
Emancipation allowed Jews to quit such ghettos for more agreeable
neighbourhoods where they could enjoy personal freedom and physical
comfort. Emancipated Jews could enter most occupations, dress like
others of their social class, educate their children for further success,
take part in many areas of public life, and be Jews in the manner and to
the extent they desired. That was enough for the German and other Jews
to appreciate the benefits of emancipation even while they realized its
limitations.

The Aftermath of Revolution and War

The Congress of Vienna, settling Europe’s affairs amid gaiety and enter-
tainment, dealt mainly with Germany.’ The three Jewish represen-
tatives sent by the Frankfurt community who appeared at Vienna
represented Jews on the international scene for the first time. That city’s
mercantile oligarchy, back in power, sought to cancel the Jews’ new
rights and force them back into the ghetto while the Jewish representa-
tives were seeking to preserve and advance what had been gained there
and elsewhere in German lands. Other German independent cities and
principalities also sought to rid themselves of the Napoleonic bequest of
Jewish rights, while Jews and Christian liberals tried hard to save them.
The police of Vienna clapped the Frankfurters in gaol for overstaying
their permitted time in town. The somewhat sympathetic Austrian
chancellor Metternich, the most important man at the congress, had
difficulty in getting them freed.

The Congress of Vienna’s German Federal Act confirmed for the Jews
‘those rights which they have already been granted by the several con-
federate states’. The ‘by’ was the sting. That innocuous preposition took
in only nominal rights acquired under Acts of individual German prin-
cipalities. It excluded the broad rights acquired thanks to the French
conqueror’s will. Only Prussian Jewry was left with the rights Prussia,

4 Heinrich Meidinger, Reisen durch Grossbritannien und Irland, ii. (Frankfurt, 1828) II,
11.
S Salo Baron, Die Judenfrage auf dem Wiener Kongress (Vienna, 1920).
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not Napoleon, had given them in the law of 1812. Even there, Prussian
Poland and large areas of western Germany given to Prussia at Vienna
were excluded for years more. The Napoleonic era which had brought
hope and expanded rights to German Jews concluded in despair.

Progress to emancipation went more smoothly in the other countries
of western Europe. French Jewry outlasted the ten years of Napoleon’s
‘infamous decree’ of 1808 and regained full rights. Prodded by the re-
stored monarchyj, it set itself to ‘regeneration’. This was a programme of
communal change and educational reform directed by the consistory
somewhat in the spirit of earlier Haskalah proposals.® Remnants of in-
equality remained for some time. Not until 1831 were Jewish religious
officiants paid by the state like those of other religions, and a demean-
ing courtroom oath was required until challenged and abolished in
1845. Dutch Jewry also had a consistorial system and enjoyed emanci-
pation under the new constitution of which a Jew, Jonas Daniel Meyer,
was one of the main authors. The diverse regimes and territories which
composed Italy lived under very varied conditions once Napoleonic rule
ended. Napoleon’s emancipation was maintained in Tuscany but not in
Piedmont, the kingdom out of which united Italy later arose. North-
eastern Italy, which included Venice, came under mild Habsburg rule
patterned on that of Austria. Rome and the papal states it ruled returned
to the ghetto and dark oppression. In Great Britain the revolutionary
period on the Continent had driven political life in the contrary
direction of reaction. However, British Jews already had civil rights.
They had to struggle only for political emancipation, the right to take
part in the government of the land. After restrictions were lifted from
non-Anglican Protestants in 1828 and Catholics in 1829, the Jews re-
mained for thirty years the sole group disqualified from Parliament on
account of religion. In concrete terms, a Jew elected to the House of
Commons needed a qualifying Christian oath to take his seat. By the
time they were emancipated politically in 1858 British Jews were far
advanced socially and economically.

¢ Described in detail in Jay R. Berkovitz, The Shaping of Jewish Identity in Nineteenth-
Century France (Detroit, 1989).
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Political Defeat and Spiritual Quest

The quite smooth, gradual progress of British Jews and others towards
full emancipation was not the experience of German Jews, as we have
mentioned. Troubled times began for them in 1815. After fifty years of
an atmosphere of change and improvement, however slow and toil-
some, their prospects were reversed. The majority, to be sure, continued
to live traditional religious lives in small towns where Yiddish in its Ger-
man dialect was still widely used. The Jews had been assured in the Prus-
sian Act of 1812 and by legislation in other German states that new laws
would reduce the areas of Jewish exclusion. What emerged instead was
increased exclusion. New laws forbade Jewish lawyers, teachers, and
other areas of livelihood, and officership in the idolized army remained
hermetically closed. Young people who had been encouraged to train
for various crafts and trades were prevented from practising them in
Bavaria by the monopoly power of guilds which would not admit Jews.
One available new profession was journalism, and educated young Jews
who might have been distributed among other professions often be-
came journalists. The influence which the heavily Jewish press acquired
in moulding public opinion became an issue later in the century.

The intimacies of life were invaded by laws intended to inhibit popu-
lation growth by prohibiting marriage until death or removal made
room in a community for a new family. True, this law applied also to
poor Christians, who reacted with an illegitimacy rate of 20 per cent;
Jews, however, were apparently more scrupulous of the marriage bond
and their community’s sanctions, so that their illegitimate births were
barely 5 per cent.’

Germany’s intellectual climate changed in the early nineteenth
century. Eighteenth century classical ideals of universal reason and
humanity as exemplified by Kant, Lessing, and Schiller lost their intel-
lectual dominance before a new wave which started about the 1790s. To
an extent it came in reaction to French conquest and the rationalist
Enlightenment which France represented. Intellectual Germans now

7 Mack Walker, Germany and the Emigration, 1816-1885 (Cambridge, Mass., 1964),
54-5, 163-6.
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exalted subjective feeling, idolized the history of the German people
and its medieval Christian ‘organic’ society, and found transcendental
significance in the German states and monarchies. A fusion of conser-
vatism, romanticism, nationalism, and Christian piety dominated Ger-
man intellectual and political life by 1815. As had already been done
with the Prussian civil service, the Prussian Lutheran hierarchy, con-
trolled by the state, was stocked systematically with prelates imbued
with the correct official ideas.®

Jews in post-Napoleonic German states thus found political reaction
and economic restriction aggravated by cultural exclusion from the
‘Christian state’. Besides rejecting them as equals they were considered
inherently unable to belong truly to the German culture that they were
eagerly absorbing. The growing number of educated and intellectual
Jews felt rejection the keenest. The German fatherland would not accept
them, they felt, and they would remain aliens in German cultural life.
Jews were troubled by a wave of anti-Jewish literature, much of it writ-
ten by philosophical intellectuals, ‘demonstrating’ that as adherents of
inferior, ossified Judaism they could be only tolerated foreigners in Ger-
many. Most shocking to contemporaries was the chain of small-scale
Bavarian pogroms of 1819, mainly by students. The pogroms were
called ‘hep, hep’, mocking the cry to goats when Jews who wore tradi-
tional beards were molested.’ Yet the Jews persevered in their German
cultural and political aspirations, believing that in time prejudice would
fade and barriers would fall.

What options were open to Jews in post-Napoleonic reactionary Ger-
many? Two were obvious. Thousands of young people mainly from
Bavaria and Prussian Poland, frustrated in their occupational and mari-
tal prospects, decided to emigrate. The destination of about 150,000
German Jews, like some 5 million Germans who emigrated with them
during the century, was mainly the United States of America, where
they took a central role in the development of American Jewry.

8 Robert M. Bigler, The Politics of German Protestantism: The Rise of the Protestant
Church Elite in Prussia, 1815-1848 (Berkeley, 1972); John R. Gillis, The Prussian Bureau-
cracy in Crisis, 1848-1860: Origins of an Administrative Ethos (Stanford, Calif., 1971),
chs. 1 and 2.

9 Jacob Katz, From Prejudice to Destruction: Anti-Semitism, 1700-1933 (Cambridge,
Mass., 1980), 92-104.
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A second option for frustrated German Jews was conversion to Chris-
tianity, the path taken between 1800 and 1870 by some 11,000 Jews, an
annual average of 157.1° Mere formal conversion sufficed, since no In-
quisition pried into religious conduct. Yet some converts, like Moses
Mendelssohn’s daughters, were moved by religious zeal. The advantages
of conversion were clear. The new Christian was relieved of obstacles to
rights and a career, and could feel fully German.!! Yet they too could not
overcome the barrier of social exclusion, and in numerous instances
maintained their own social set. ‘Conversion was taken seriously, but
did not mean oblivion of the Jewish ancestry and tradition. Yet sur-
rounding society asked these men and women to behave as if they had
no Jewish past, and in general they complied with this requirement . . .
Silence on Judaism was the official line.”'? The converts’ attitude to their
former religion remains unfathomable but their Jewish families often
kept some connection with them. Many justified their conversion by
claiming the moral identity of Judaism and Christianity, making unim-
portant whether one was Jew or Christian. Others felt as did Heinrich
Heine, one of the greatest German poets, who in famous phrases de-
scribed Judaism as ‘not a religion but a misfortune’, and a baptismal
certificate as ‘a ticket of admission to European culture’. Heine did not
want to remain a Jew but never forgave himself for converting. On the
other hand Friedrich Julius Stahl, born Joel Jolson (or Golson), became
the philosopher and parliamentarian of Christian Prussian conserva-
tism and an opponent of Jewish rights and Judaism. Benjamin Disraeli,
brought by his father (who remained a Jew) to be converted, became a

10 This figure covers all of Germany. Between 1800 and 1924 21,000 Jews converted
in Prussia alone, an average of 168 annually. The number of converts remains an un-
solved question. Scholars have utilized much exaggerated missionary statistics while at-
tempting to discount them. The figures here have a firmer base. See David Sorkin, The
Transformation of German Jewry, 1780-1840 (Oxford, 1987), 111 and literature cited,
p- 206 n. 25; S. M. Lowenstein, The Berlin Jewish Community (New York and Oxford,
1994), 53.

11 Racist ideologies of eternally ‘impure’ Jewish blood came later in the century.

12 Arnaldo Momigliano, Essays in Ancient and Modern Historiography (Oxford, 1977),
318. The author, an eminent ancient historian, suggests that the Jewish origins of the
historian Droysen’s wife inhibited him from carrying his great pioneer history of
Hellenism to the point in history when Judaism became important in the Hellenistic
world. This ‘would have touched the inmost recesses of his personal life’.
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famous British prime minister and sympathetically close to Jews. Karl
Marx, converted with his father who turned Christian in order to con-
tinue as a lawyer, spewed hateful remarks on Jews. In contrast was the
composer Felix Mendelssohn, a convert’s son and the philosopher’s
grandson, who did not heed his father’s urging to adopt a less Jewish
name and nourished some quasi-Jewish feelings. The majority of con-
verts came from families little attached to Judaism and, one supposes,
made the most of the opportunities acquired by conversion while sup-
pressing any feelings of guilt they may have had.

It was in these unpromising years that creative Jewish energies burst
forth, leaving achievements more original and enduring even than
those of the Haskalah a half-century earlier. Among a few intellectual
young Jews in Berlin who questioned the future of Judaism the idea took
root that the Jewish heritage was deeper than the surface of contempor-
ary Judaism which repelled them.!® They had studied German philo-
sophy and literature in university and believed that the central new
principle of historical change and development must apply to Judaism,
which should be studied closely. The historical principle was also new to
Judaism; and fifty years earlier Moses Mendelssohn had only a super-
ficial interest in history. A few maskilim grasped the idea of historical
development, but the potent influence of German historical thought
beginning with Moser and Herder was required to bring the idea to full
expression. The young intellectuals set out to explore the vastness of
Jewish literature. It was axiomatic that Judaism had basic concepts
(Ideen) which were timeless, but developments over thousands of years
must have produced endless variety in Jewish life and literature. Juda-
ism was far broader than the narrow limits of its present. Scholars could
recover and comprehend this buried past by applying the methods of

13 For what follows see Michael A. Meyer. The Origins of the Modern Jew (Detroit,
1967); Nahum N. Glatzer, ‘The Beginnings of Modern Jewish Studies’, in Altmann, Stu-
dies in Nineteenth Century Jewish Intellectual History 27-45; Fritz Bamberger, ‘Zunz’s Con-
ception of Jewish History’, Proceedings of the American Academy for Jewish Research, 10
(1941), 1-25; Ismar Schorsch, ‘From Wolfenbuttel to Wissenschaft—The Divergent
Paths of Isaak Markus Jost and Leopold Zunz’, and ‘The Emergence of Historical Con-
sciousness in Modern Judaism,” Leo Baeck Institute Year Book, 22 (1977), 109-28; 27
(1983), 413-37, repr. in his From Text to Context: The Turn to History in Modern Judaism
(Hanover, NH, and London, 1994).
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modern philology which they had learned at university. It assumed that
knowing a literature meant knowing the people who created it and their
times.

The young intellectuals established an association to further the
Wissenschaft des Judentums, Science of Judaism, meaning its neutral,
scientific study. The association lasted about five years, until 1825. Two
members, Heine and the legal philosopher Gans, converted and others
emigrated or entered careers. Only one, Leopold Zunz, remained con-
stant to the idea while earning his living for years as a journalist. After a
few early essays the Science of Judaism displayed its full possibilities
with Zunz’'s masterpiece of 1832, ‘The Sermons of the Jews in their
Historic Evolution’. The work implies that sermons in German, which
the Prussian government forbade as a ‘change’, were but the renewal of
the ancient practice of vernacular preaching in the synagogue. The
young Zunz himself delivered such sermons in the pioneer reform con-
gregation in Berlin. His book’s title suggests aridity, and contemporaries
were indifferent, to judge from the 600 copies it sold in twenty years.

Had the antiquity of the vernacular synagogue sermon been the
book’s full scope, its significance would be limited. But Zunz's work
broke new ground by presenting a method for studying and dating the
vast midrashic literature,'* and Jewish literature in general. He showed
that much of midrash was fragments of ancient sermons from which
much could be learned about a millennium and a half of Jewish religious
life. Such a method, his book implied, was applicable to the immense
Jewish literature. It further implied that the true way to understand
Judaism was through its historical development, to which the key was
Jewish literature. From Zunz’s works a school of Science of Judaism
scholars took their inspiration, including Solomon ]. L. Rapoport in
Galicia and Prague who began somewhat earlier,’> Samuel David Luz-
zatto in Italy, Salomon Munk in France, and Zacharias Frankel, Abra-
ham Geiger, Moritz Steinschneider, and Heinrich Graetz in Germany, to
mention scholars of the first rank. None received a university appoint-

14 Free exegesis by the ancient rabbis on the biblical books. Some midrash collections
do not follow books of the Bible.

15 His pioneer, extremely erudite biographies of early rabbinic scholars are gathered
in Toldot (2 vols., Warsaw, 1913; repr. Jerusalem, 1969).
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ment, but a few held positions in the newly founded rabbinical schools
or other Jewish schools or as librarians. The Science of Judaism meant to
show the place of Judaism in civilization, but no German university
took notice of it.

German Jewry led the Jewish communities of western Europe in cul-
tural accomplishment. In addition to the men of the Wissenschaft, rep-
resentatives of traditional learning as well as significant philosophers of
Judaism were active. Some writers and musicians became noteworthy,
particularly composers in France like Meyerbeer, the son of a wealthy
Berlin Jew, Offenbach, and Jacques Halévy, grandson of a synagogue
choirmaster. As the son of a convert, Felix Mendelssohn can hardly be
included despite some Jewish feelings he articulated. Major cultural
achievements by Jews lay in the future.

From Germany also came new religious movements which recast
nineteenth-century Jewish religious life. A trend to orderly and deco-
rous synagogue services spread throughout western Europe as many
communities even enacted codes of conduct which prescribed how and
when to enter, sit, and leave the synagogue, sing in unison and pray
decorously rather than with loud fervour, and so forth.!* Newly printed
prayer books included vernacular translations facing the Hebrew text.
Bigger, more impressive synagogues were built, especially in growing
cities, reflecting the larger size of communities and the ampler purse of
their members. Their architectural style was often ‘Moorish’ Spanish,
out of keeping with the surroundings but expressing the freedom and
greatness of medieval Spanish Jewry which emancipated Jewry wanted
to emulate. Many old chants were replaced with music in European style
composed by men like Salomon Sulzer of Vienna, also a great cantor,
and Louis Lewandowski of Berlin, and were sung by trained cantors and
choirs. The synagogue of 1860 had come far from that of 1800, although
in the small communities in rural regions of Bavaria, Alsace, Holland
and Bohemia the old ways continued with little change. While the new
demand for decorum stirred some discomfort and nostalgia for the old

16 See Steven M. Lowenstein, ‘The 1840s and the Creation of the German-Jewish Re-
ligious Reform Movement’, in Werner E. Mosse et al., (eds.), Revolution and Evolution:
1848 in German-Jewish History (Ttibingen, 1981), esp. 260-3 and table IV, pp. 286-97.
For the quite different French case see Berkovitz, The Shaping of Jewish Identity, 127-209.
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ways it aroused no real controversy. The new Reform Judaism, however,
was the subject of bitter dispute which has lasted to the present day.

Reform Judaism built upon the manifest desire for change,” but its
changes went much beyond orderly worship and fine religious edifices.
Moving with contemporary intellectual currents, it maintained that
Judaism had a spiritual, eternal core which came from revelation. On
the other hand, specific religious observances, often difficult to keep
and regarded unsympathetically by contemporary German Jews, were
merely the product of changing historical circumstances. The demon-
stration of change within Judaism and how religious forms, as obser-
vances were called, had come and gone supported one of Reform'’s
central ideas, that Judaism constantly accommodated the needs of its
time. Taking a concept from German idealist philosophy, it held that re-
ligious observances were changeable, and thus inferior to spiritual con-
cepts which would never change. Reform Judaism also derived much
from Haskalah, which bequeathed the endorsement of secular learning
and the antagonism to old-fashioned Judaism as expressed by maskilim
in the generation after Mendelssohn. Reform drew especially on the
‘Science of Judaism’, to legitimate the religious reforms which it be-
lieved were essential to maintain Judaism under emancipation. The cri-
tique of religious tradition was initiated by Reform'’s greatest leader,
Abraham Geiger, a brilliant exponent of the Science of Judaism. To be
sure, few ‘Science’ scholars were allied with Reform. Zunz took part only
in Reform’s early years and then left it, while Rapoport, Luzzatto,
Frankel, and later Graetz were steadfast opponents.

The first winds of Reform Judaism blew between 1814 and 1823 in
Berlin and Hamburg. One of the several congregations in the Prussian
capital turned to Reform under the leadership of Israel Jacobson who,
we recall, had conducted the first such services as a court Jew in Seesen
from 1809. Relative peace in Berlin Jewry was kept until the government
forbade the slightest change in the Orthodox worship, and commanded
the worshippers to return to the old synagogue. But when that synagogue

17 Michael A. Meyer, Response to Modernity: A History of the Reform Movement in Ju-
daism (New York and Oxford, 1988), is now the standard work. A useful collection of
documents is W. Gunther Plaut, The Rise of Reform Judaism: A Sourcebook of its European
Origins (New York, 1963).
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had to close for repairs it divided into three small congregations; those
inclining to Reform as well as many Orthodox went back to the home of
the rich pro-Reform Jacob Herz Beer.!® A struggle ensued between Beer’s
reformers and traditionalist arrivals, and an inconsistent religious
service was the outcome. Looming behind the dispute was the highly
conservative Prussian government, which might allow or forbid forms
of Jewish worship on the basis of its principled hostility to any religious
change, Jewish or Christian. Reformers and their opponents both
turned to the government, which distrusted religious reform as a species
of change and reformers as subversive liberals. It was alarmed that Chris-
tians, including clergy, were visiting Reform Jewish services. Jews who
sought genuine religious change should better become Christians, the
regime held, although a few officials maintained the contrary, that the
reform of Judaism would elevate the Jews’ moral level. Until approxi-
mately 1860 Jewish religious life had to reckon with German govern-
ments’ inclinations for or against religious change. When the young
rabbi Abraham Wolf arrived in Copenhagen in 1828 to begin more than
sixty years’ service, the Danish government compelled the little congre-
gations to merge into the new large synagogue, where Wolf introduced
a more Danish, but not Reform, form of worship.

The first serious contest between reform and tradition came in Ham-
burg. In 1817 a group of educated Hamburg Jews, dissatisfied with the lan-
guishing state of religious life, turned their worship group into the first
openly Reform congregation. They had a preacher, as early Reform called
its spiritual leaders, and at least two scholarly lay leaders. Men and
women sat separately. The liturgy, traditional and almost all in Hebrew,
subtly altered or softened some theological principles. For example, the
faith in messianic restoration to the Holy Land became low-key. The
‘flash point’ over Hamburg Reform was the organ, played by a Christian
during services. The newly built temple, not synagogue, sought in tra-
ditional fashion to validate its practices in Jewish law by means of
publishing letters of endorsement from rabbis. In reply came a sizeable
volume by many other rabbis, some of the first rank, prohibiting the
organ and declaring the Hamburg temple unfit for proper Jewish worship.
Unlike the Prussian government, Hamburg’s municipal authorities

18 Father of the composer Giacomo Meyerbeer.
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stayed out of the fight, which almost tore apart the Jewish community. A
settlement of sorts was reached with the appointment of the modern and
Orthodox ¥ Isaac Bernays as community rabbi. He agreed not to attack
the Reform congregation and a modus vivendi was reached.

Reform Judaism remained relatively quiescent until the late 1830s,
when it began a vigorous expansion which lasted until about 1860. Al-
ready by 1835 there were thousands of Germanized Jews, including
young ‘rabbis doctor’ who had gone to university besides their tradi-
tional Jewish education. The new rabbis avoided the halakhic questions
dealt with by traditional rabbis and saw themselves as teachers and
preachers who also conducted wedding and burial ceremonies. They
taught in community schools and preached at the novel Saturday
devotional meetings. The modern profession of congregational rabbi
originated with them before they used the title. The intellectual task of
early Reform rabbis, however, was to justify Reform in Jewish law and
tradition. Some laymen, however, regarded this effort indifferently and
were interested only in a religious platform suitable for themselves as
acculturated German Jews. They founded radical Reform congregations
in Frankfurt and Berlin. A few rabbis shared their convictions, notably
the one-time yeshiva student Samuel Holdheim, who accepted only
Jewish moral law and considered the state’s supremacy to transcend any
religious requirement. Radical Reform Judaism did not flourish in Ger-
many but did in America where it was brought.

The official religion of the Jewish community in France, Britain, and
Holland was moderate and decorous orthodoxy, which took most of the
wind out of Reform sails in those countries. However, when Gallicized
rabbis of the French Consistoire, supported by the bourgeois lay leaders,
sought in 1856 to introduce mild religious changes for the entire com-
munity, they encountered tenacious opposition in extremely tradi-
tional Alsace, led by Rabbi Salomon Klein, which compelled them to
retreat.?’ Reform failed to take root in France and barely did so in Hol-

Y The term itself did not exist before the challenge from Reform Judaism. Ortho-
doxy, literally ‘correct belief’, is the continuation of divinely ordained halakhic Judaism
without conscious or deliberate change.

20 Berkovitz, The Shaping of Jewish Identity, 203-28; generally, Phyllis Cohen Albert,
The Modernization of French Jewry: Consistory and Community in the Nineteenth Century
(Hanover, NH, 1977).
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land but established itself in England, where the issues at stake were
quite different from those in Germany. Reform’s West London Syna-
gogue of British Jews, composed of Sefardim and Ashkenazim, owed its
beginning in 1840 to the unyielding attitude of religious leaders, headed
by the aged Chief Rabbi Hirschell, to improving order and decorum.
Sefardi religious leaders would not permit services to be held outside
their City synagogue even though most members resided at a distance.
The West London Synagogue ceased observing the second day of holi-
days and altered liturgical Bible readings, but held to faith in messianic
restoration. British Reform Judaism did not bring forth a comprehensive
conception of Judaism as did Reform in Germany. It was founded on
biblicism, and did not accept as obligatory what was laid down by the
Talmud and later rabbis. The West London Synagogue included promi-
nent and wealthy men and had only two Reform counterparts in
Britain. Hirschell placed the congregation and its members under a ban
which his more modern successor, Rabbi Nathan Adler, held to until
1849. It remained sedate and conservative but unrecognized in the com-
munal framework.

As Reform penetrated the established German communities a struggle
began between Reformers and traditionalists over membership on com-
munity boards, the rabbi to be elected, the character of services at the
official synagogue, and control of communal money and institutions.
Since there could be only one community in a locality and its institu-
tions and services required support, there was deep reluctance to split
a community over religious issues, which most German states would
not allow anyhow. A test came with the decision of the Breslau com-
munity’s board in 1840 to elect Abraham Geiger as coadjutor and in due
time successor to their aged Orthodox Rabbi Ticktin. A long, bitter fight
ensued. Against Geiger it was argued that he could not judge in Jewish
law because he personally violated it. As a Frankfurter he was not a Prus-
sian citizen and could not serve in Breslau until citizenship was finally
granted him. Geiger served until 1863 in Breslau, where like most com-
munity rabbis he circumspectly subordinated some principles for the
sake of peace and unity. In the eyes of the Orthodox, however, Reform
denied fundamentals of Judaism. Its refusal to accept halakhah as sacred
and binding, denial of the authority of the Talmud, abrogation of laws
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which they found in conflict with the conceptions and duties of mod-
ern patriotic German Jews, and the repudiation of the messianic faith
and ultimate return to the Holy Land, disqualified Reform religiously in
Orthodox eyes. Most German communities, however, especially the
larger ones, nevertheless came under Reform control. In divided com-
munities the Orthodox maintained a synagogue and a school of their
own, and sometimes a beit midrash. Both sides collaborated in cemetery
upkeep and charitable efforts.

Reform came closest to organizing as a movement at three conferences
of rabbis in different cities in 1844, 1845, and 1846. Permission had to be
received from each city to hold the conference and each rabbi had to re-
ceive his government’s permission to attend; one, to be sure, was com-
manded to go. At these conferences a Reform platform without binding
authority was hammered out. The 1845 conference was jarred by the
walkout of the eminent rabbi of Dresden, Zacharias Frankel, traditional-
ist and man of Science of Judaism who founded modern Talmudic study.
He had been amenable to moderate change but the conference’s merely
permissive attitude to Hebrew as the language of public worship was the
last straw and he withdrew completely from Reform attachments.
Frankel’s widely noticed statement of withdrawal set forth his own plat-
form of ‘positive-historical’ Judaism. It argued that Judaism had to be
guided by the historic experience of the Jewish people, sanctioning only
changes which were in accord with Jewish law and the collective Jewish
consciousness of past and present. Frankel’s and his colleagues’ writings
and works of scholarship expressed a widespread middle-of-the-road
viewpoint but did not found a movement. However, they laid the ideo-
logical basis for later Conservative Judaism in the United States.

German Orthodoxy was long a rearguard, remote from the intellec-
tual life of its time and handicapped by identification with ghetto ways
and beliefs. It was concentrated in small Bavarian towns and the Ger-
man borderlands of Bohemia, Slovakia, and Prussian Posen. Two rabbis
of the first rank, Akiva Eger of Posen and Moses Sofer-Schreiber of Press-
burg (Bratislava), led the Orthodox.? R. Sofer, widely known as Hatam

21 Eger was Sofer’s father-in-law by the latter’s second marriage. A basic study is by

Jacob Katz, ‘Contributions towards a Biography of R. Moses Sofer’ (Hebrew), in Studies in
Mysticism and Religion presented to Gershom G. Scholem (Hebrew and other langs.), 115-48.
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Sofer after one of his works, a native of Frankfurt who had an uncom-
promising religious style, was an important traditional scholar who
combined practicality with charisma. Quite indifferent to emancipa-
tion, he forcefully opposed every manifestation of modernity including
Mendelssohn’s Bible translation and his philosophic works as well as
the works of all maskilim, general education for children, and the appli-
cation of philosophic reason to Judaism. For a Jew only unconditional
faith and reliance on tradition could be allowed. Not only Jewish law
but all customs were obligatory and unchangeable, including clothing
and synagogue practices. Hatam Sofer’s ethical testament to his descen-
dants admonished them to refuse all association with men and books
of the Jewish Enlightenment.?? Sofer insisted on separation from
religiously unobservant Jews, thereby fostering a form of Orthodox
sectarianism. Obviously his outlook differed from the more accommo-
dating R. Ezekiel Landau a half-century earlier. From the many disciples
of R. Sofer in his Pressburg yeshiva came forth a new breed of authori-
tarian community rabbis in their master’s spirit, who set the tone for
Moravian and Hungarian Orthodoxy. The Orthodoxy of Sofer and other
leaders as well as Frankel’s conservatism reasserted themselves espe-
cially when Reform'’s pace slowed after 1860. Rabbis Samson Raphael
Hirsch in Frankfurt and Esriel Hildesheimer in Berlin founded accultur-
ated Orthodoxy, strictly observant of Jewish law while endorsing secu-
lar studies and employing the German language. Late in his career
Hirsch led his Orthodox followers in withdrawing from the Jewish com-
munity to avoid any co-operation with Reformers who governed the
community. They founded a separate Orthodox community after the
Prussian law was changed to allow two communities. Few Orthodox
Jews followed Hirsch’s precedent; Hatam Sofer’s Pressburg community
needed no separation because it was entirely Orthodox.

22 Of many editions, I used [Moses Sofer], Zava’at Moshe (with Yiddish trans.) (Jeru-
salem, 1924) Igrot Soferim, ed. Shlomo Sofer (Vienna, 1933; repr. Jerusalem, 1970), sec-
tion 2, nos. 54-9, 63, 64, 76.



146 | History of the Jews in Modern Times

Religion and Community in Western Europe

German Jewry dominated the Jewish scene in western Europe, but it was
organized only at a local level. The small Jewish community of Italy was
likewise composed of local units. Those of Holland, France, and Britain,
however, were centralized. The respective capital cities of Amsterdam,
Paris, and London were their foremost communities. Berlin acquired
the leading role in German Jewry only towards the end of the nine-
teenth century. The French Jewish community establishment was con-
trolled by well-to-do Gallicized Jews with the aid of a narrow voting
franchise. Its consistory in Paris was remote from the majority of its
people, who still lived in Alsace in traditional Jewish manner. Dutch
Jewry also was controlled by a consistory. Of all these countries only in
Germany was Reform Judaism a powerful presence.

The end of Jewish autonomy, for centuries the basis of community
life, required communities in emancipated countries to redefine their
tasks and overhaul structures. Alongside the demands made by Reform
and other religious trends, the community itself underwent reconstruc-
tion. The new structure for the Jews of France and the Netherlands was
ordained by Napoleon'’s consistorial decrees of 1808. The emperor also
commanded the consistories to work at acculturating their ‘backward’
brethren. The British Jews’ communal structure, on the other hand, de-
veloped without government intervention. It grew out of the original
London synagogues of the seventeenth century, Shaar Hashamayim
(known as Bevis Marks after its street) of the Sefardim and the nearby
Great Synagogue of the Ashkenazim in Dukes Place. The rabbi of each
congregation gradually became recognized as rabbi of all congregations
in their respective ‘communions’, as they were called. Thus emerged the
Haham of the Sefardim as well as the Chief Rabbi of the Ashkenazim,
who in time was accepted as chief rabbi of Great Britain and the British
empire. The Board of Deputies, a name taken from the Protestant Dis-
senters’ representative body, spoke for the British Jews through congre-
gational representatives.

Since Reform Judaism and the Jewish emancipation movement were
contemporaneous, the question arises what if any connection subsisted
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between the two. The Reformers sought to mould Judaism not only to
be decorous and aesthetically attractive but also to harmonize with
nineteenth-century culture and philosophy, particularly in Germany.
German Reformers made much of their patriotism, and believed that
their movement promoted emancipation by displaying Jewish improve-
ment and Germanness. However, they did not claim that Reform would
show the German Jews to be worthy of emancipation, nor argue that
Reform was a necessary stepping-stone to emancipation. In the United
States the Jews needed no emancipation and Reform Judaism flourished,
emphasizing that Judaism in a free society must remove religious ob-
stacles from ghetto days which restricted free access to general society.
France’s acculturated Jews outside Alsace accepted the Consistoire’s
adaptation of tradition. ‘Regenerated’ French Judaism underwent sig-
nificant changes but remained officially Orthodox. Likewise in Britain,
Reform’s beginnings were undercut by improvements in official Ortho-
doxy which were enacted by Chief Rabbi Adler in collaboration with
Anglicized ministers and lay leaders.

From Congregation of Israel to Jewish People

In the middle of the nineteenth century emancipated European Jews
took the first steps towards converting the intangible religious concep-
tion of ‘community of Israel’ (knesset Yisrael) into the tangible reality of
international Jewish organization. This transition was possible thanks
to modern transportation and communication. Railroads and steam-
ships from the first decades of the nineteenth century and the telegraph
and mail service soon after allowed fast travel and quick corres-
pondence. Still more important was mass printing by rotary press,
which enabled the Jewish press to grow with explosive speed, as did the
popular press. The Aligemeine Zeitung des Judenthums in Leipzig from
1837, the Archives Israélites in Paris from 1840, and the Jewish Chronicle
in London from 1841 were the first of many Jewish newspapers, mainly
weeklies. Beginning with local notices and religious discourses, the
newspapers broadened to include news about Jews elsewhere, including
the barely known Jews of eastern Europe and the Orient. The Jewish
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press set the stage for world-wide Jewish connections, thus stimulating
philanthropic effort aimed at helping and modernizing oriental Jewry
in particular.

Emancipated Jewry first acted on a wider scene during the Damascus
affair of 1840, when eight Damascus Jews were arrested and brutally
mistreated for supposedly murdering a Catholic priest and using his
blood for ritual purposes. The belief in ritual murder was still current in
Europe. Exceptions were allowed for civilized European Jews, but sup-
posedly it was still practised in the barbarous Orient. Ratti-Menton, the
consul of France in Damascus whose influence was predominant in
Syria, promoted the persecution. Two arrested Jews died under torture
and two others converted to be spared. Jews of France and Britain
protested along with Christian humanitarians, and were joined by Jews
of Holland and the distant United States, which appeared for the first
time on the wider Jewish scene. A visit to Damascus by Adolphe
Crémieux of France and Moses Montefiore of Britain brought the release
of the battered survivors of the blood libel. This was the first of Monte-
fiore’s many visits of intercession, in which he had the potent support
of Foreign Secretary Palmerston. The reaction of Thiers, the French pre-
mier, was quite different. No doubt irked at having French dominance
in Syria undercut, he rebuked a Jewish member of the Chamber of
Deputies for supposedly putting Jewish interests before French interests
and deplored the power of the Jews in European capitals.?* A long thread
of anti-Semitic argument thus began which strengthened the wide-
spread Jewish feeling that much hostility remained notwithstanding
emancipation. Montefiore (from 1851 Sir Moses, the first Jewish knight)
became the Jewish world’s symbolic hero and knight errant. The
triumphant outcome of the Damascus affair inspired many Jews to
thoughts of secular Jewish unity and action. One of them, the pioneer
socialist Moses Hess, then an alienated Jew, recalled that Jewish efforts
during the Damascus affair inspired the turn in his life that made him
a forerunner of Zionism.

During the twenty years following the Damascus affair there were fur-

2 The definitive account is now Jonathan Frankel, The Damascus Affair: ‘Ritual Mur-

der’, Politics and the Jews in 1840 (Cambridge, 1997).
24 David H. Pinkney, Decisive Years in France, 18401847 (Princeton, 1986), 134.
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ther interventions to aid oppressed fellow Jews. Efforts to aid Moroccan
and Persian Jewries and those in Palestine enjoyed some success thanks
to British support. However, attempts to ease the conditions of Russian
Jewry failed despite the adulation heaped on Montefiore by Russian Jews
during his visits. Russia was not dominated by a great power, but was
itself a great power whose policies could not be swayed by intervention.

After these rather sporadic efforts the first international Jewish orga-
nization, the Alliance Israélite Universelle, was founded in 1860 by
French Jews.? Its founders had only a peripheral connection to the offi-
cial Jewish community and took little interest in its parochial affairs.
However, the idea of a world-wide Jewish organization led by French
Jews excited their imagination. It would advance France’s ‘civilizing
mission’ among Jews mainly in oriental countries. The Alliance Israélite
Universelle established branches in many western countries. In pre-
modern lands it aimed to bring modern life and modernized Judaism
through a network of schools. For the first decade of its existence the
Alliance was genuinely world-wide. After France’s defeat in the Franco-
Prussian War of 1870 similar Jewish bodies sprang up in other emanci-
pated lands and the Alliance became almost exclusively French. Its
activities aided the spread of French influence in oriental countries with
the blessing and support of the French government.

Jewish Demography and Place in the Western Economy

Whether fully or partly emancipated, Jews found their place in the eco-
nomy of western Europe during its era of world supremacy. The Jewish
population in the western half of the continent, like the population in
general, vastly increased, requiring a broader range of livelihoods. We
may note population growth in three major countries. The 1816 popu-
lation of what would become Germany stood at 22,377,000, and that
of its Jews in the early 1820s at about 223,000. German Jewry’s highest
proportion to the general population came about 1860, and thereafter

25 Michael Graetz, Les Juifs en France au 19-e siecle: de la Révolution frangaise a I’Alliance
Israélite Universelle (Paris, 1989).



150 | History of the Jews in Modern Times

slowly declined. When the German empire was proclaimed in 1871
472,000 Jews were included among 41,059,000 Germans. France tells
a somewhat different story. There were 29,107,000 Frenchmen in 1806,
of whom in 1808-9 approximately 47,000 were Jews, while in 1866 the
respective numbers were 38,067,000 and 89,000. Soon, however, came
theloss of Alsace and Lorraine to Germany with about 2 million French-
men, 40,000 of them Jews.?¢ Great Britain’s 11,970,000 inhabitants in
1811 reached 26,072,00 in 1871, while its Jews, perhaps 12,000 at the
earlier date, numbered about 45,000 in 1868. Thus the Jewish increase
in each country outran the general population’s. The reason for the Jew-
ish advantage does not lie in a higher Jewish birth rate, which in fact was
lower than the general population’s, but in lower Jewish infant mortal-
ity and to a slighter extent longer Jewish life expectancy. General mor-
tality was gradually declining, but the Jews kept a lead. The fundamental
reason for the general improvement was a higher standard of life and,
later, better sanitation.?” During the nineteenth century the number of
children per French Jewish family was actually in steady decline, drop-
ping from 3.37 about 1808 to 2.04 in 1872. Even in pious and traditional
Alsace, where Yiddish was still widely spoken, families were becoming
smaller and men tended not to marry until they had the capital needed
to start a business.?® In equally traditional Bavaria, Jewish men generally
married past the age of 30, yet couples averaged over four children be-
fore 1870. There was evidently some form of birth control, because
births tended to stop abruptly after children were born close together.?
In larger towns where the impact of emancipation and the modern

26 Zosa Szajkowski, ‘The Growth of the Jewish Population in France’, Jewish Social Stu-
dies, 8/3 and 4 (July and Oct 1946), esp. 186-9; Jacob Toury, Beyn Makpekhah Reaktsiah
ve-Emantsipatsiah (English title: Revolution, Reaction and Emancipation: A Social and
Political History of the Jews in Germany in the Years 1847-1871) (Tel Aviv, 1978), 3-9.

27 We generalize from T. G. McKeown and R. G. Record, ‘Reasons for the Decline of
Mortality in England and Wales during the Nineteenth Century’, in M. W. Flinn and
T. C. Smout (eds.), Essays in Social History (Oxford, 1974), 218-50, esp. p. 247.

28 Paula Hyman, ‘Jewish Fertility in Nineteenth Century France’, in Paul Ritterband
(ed.), Modern Jewish Fertility (Leiden, 1981), 78-93 P. Hyman, The Emancipation of the
Jews of Alsace: Acculturation and Tradition in the Nineteenth Century (New Haven, 1991);
Toury, Revolution, Reaction and Emancipation, 9-13.

29 Steven M. Lowenstein, ‘Voluntary and Involuntary Limitation of Fertility in Nine-
teenth-Century Bavarian Jewry’, in Ritterband, Modern Jewish Fertility, 94-111.
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economy were felt women'’s role generally changed. Women quit the
realm of business and stayed at home, where they ran the domestic
hearth with the aid of servants, usually not Jews. Bringing up children
preoccupied them, and to an increasing extent they became the bearers
of Judaism, as the man of the house frequently dropped away from Ju-
daism owing to the pressure to prosper in business and extensive con-
tact with the non-Jewish world. Matching, and negotiating a suitable
marriage settlement, was a largely maternal occupation; offspring’s in-
dependent choice of mates came slowly.3°

Especially in small towns the Jewish birth rate continued to be robust
until the last third of the nineteenth century—slightly over 30 births per
1,000 population.?* Small-town Jewish population nevertheless failed to
rise because restless and ambitious young people, compelled to wait long
in order to marry, emigrated to growing German cities or to America.
Bavarian Jewry remained fixed about 50,000 in its villages and little
towns, and continued a traditional way of life into the twentieth century.
On the other hand Berlin’s Jews, 3,700 in 1817, numbered 11,835 in 1852
and kept increasing fast, as Breslau went only from 7,631 to 12,967 in the
same period.®? Other fast-growing towns drew much of their increase
from Bavaria and similar rural and village areas. Jews from small places in
Alsace and the Rhine valley as well as Bavaria helped to swell Paris Jewry.

About 1870 signs of Jewish population stagnation began to appear as
the Jewish birth rate dropped. In France stagnation affected Jews along
with the general population, which reached 40 million and then stayed
for many decades at that figure. Matters differed in Germany. The
demographer John E. Knodel has shown that the commercial and pro-
fessional middle class which German Jews were mainly entering began
along demographic slide in the 1860s and the Jews did likewise.** There

30 Marion Kaplan, The Making of the Jewish Middle Class: Women, Family and Identity
in Imperial Germany (New York, 1991); Paula Hyman, Gender and Assimilation in Modern
Jewish History (Seattle, 1995).

31 Steven M. Lowenstein, ‘The Pace of Modernization in German Jewry in the Nine-
teenth Century’, Leo Baeck Institute Year Book, 21 (1976), 41-56.

32 Heinrich Silbergleit, Die Bevolkerungs- und Berufsverhiltnisse der Juden im deutschen
Reich, i [no more publ.] (Berlin, 1930), 18, table 8.

3 John E. Knodel, The Decline of Fertility in Germany, 1871-1939 (Princeton, 1982),
4-5, 43,52, 70-1, 104, 109, 136-41, 170-1.
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is no reliable demographic evidence for nineteenth-century British
Jewry, where a steady flow of immigration concealed any demographic
decline by native Jews.

Commercial and industrial development did not do away with the
old economy. For example in Britain of 1881, a century after the Indus-
trial Revolution began, the most numerous occupational group was not
in industrial labour or commerce but servants. The transition from
handicrafts to industry, the growth of banks and of large-scale com-
merce were bitterly resented by those who made their living in tradi-
tional ways, nowhere more than in Germany. The Jews were blamed,
and their accusers had a point—]Jews were highly prominent in the new
economic order.>* Yet emancipation did not break down the distinct
Jewish economic structure. There were some shifts but they did not
change the Jewish occupational structure. From earlier days there were
still numerous Jewish itinerants, occasionally labourers but mostly beg-
gars. Most Jews who made a living in handicrafts and commerce led
hard lives. A small class of brilliantly successful merchants and financ-
iers were the prime Jewish beneficiaries of western Europe’s ecoonomic
advance.

In France moneylending in its traditional form continued in Alsace
but was unknown elsewhere in rural France.?*> The mass of Jews contin-
ued in trade, a great many as lowly country pedlars and street hawkers
buying and selling second-hand garments. Further up the scale were
shopkeepers selling consumer articles like clothing and jewellery, be-
sides kosher foodstuffs to Jews such as bread and meat. Beyond shop-
keeping one comes to wholesale importing and exporting, occupations
enlarged by the new economy. Commerce offered more mobility oppor-
tunity than artisanship, which also engaged a sizeable group of Jews.
There were numerous Jewish tailors decades before ready-made clothing
and Jew and tailoring became nearly synonymous. Other consumer
goods such as cigars, jewellery, artificial flowers, and millinery likewise
provided livelihoods for Jewish artisans. Frequently they toiled long

34 Some German complaints are quoted in Hamerow, Social Foundations of German
Unification, 77,79, 81-2.

35 Eugen Weber, Peasants into Frenchmen: The Modernization of Rural France (London,
1977), 39-40.
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hours at home or in small workshops—rarely in factories—in dirty,
crowded conditions which were later called sweatshops. Jews in these
occupations were usually poor, frequently sick and neglected, and lived
meanly with hunger and unemployment their lot. This was the eco-
nomic picture for most Jews not only in France but generally in western
Europe. A group which presented special problems were the Jewish
vagrants who wandered among the countries of western Europe.*® The
efforts of Jewish institutions to draw young Jews away from commerce
and vagrancy into artisan trades, such as those specified here as well as
carpentry and printing, met modest success. No efforts were made to
draw Jews into factory labour.

Far removed from these humble folk, connected with them only by
charity, was bourgeois Jewry, whose uppermost level lived palatially.
This was the class which made its fortune from the new economy. There
were Jewish industrialists and also merchants on a grand scale, but most
of the conspicuously wealthy Jews founded or inherited family busi-
nesses as merchant bankers, so called because they often began as mer-
chants or brokers whose funds provided credit to other merchants.
Where they got starting capital early in the century is not certain.
Neither capital amassed by court Jews nor profits of currency exchange
seem to be the source. It was probably merchants’, jobbers’, and com-
modity brokers’ accumulated profits. These lenders gradually quit as
merchants, although their main clients continued to be merchants, and
became financial agents of governments and new enterprises especially
railroads.’” Merchant bankers’ affairs were private and their dealings
confidential, an advantage much desired by borrowers. Merchant banks
practically controlled public and private finance until the unwelcome
coming of joint stock and savings banks late in the nineteenth century.
The Rothschilds and several others foiled for a time the establishment of
corporate banks, but most other bankers co-operated in projects with
these usually non-Jewish rivals.

3¢ Aharon Bornstein, Ha-Kabzanim (Hebrew; The Beggars: A Chapter in the History of
German Jewry) (Jerusalem, 1992).

37 Very helpful is David Landes, ‘The Old Bank and the New: The Financial Revolu-
tion of the Nineteenth Century’, in Essays in European Economic History, 1789-1914, ed.
F. Crouzet, W. H. Chaloner, and W. M. Stern (New York, 1969), 112-27.
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For much of the nineteenth century Jews and banking were nearly
synonymous. Jewish bankers gained their fame—some thought it noto-
riety—by dominating merchant banking. Their basic function was to
raise capital by selling government or private obligations, and advising
bond flotations on the suitable rate of interest from knowledge of risk
and financial market conditions. Bankers sometimes combined in syn-
dicates to provide funds and share financial risks. They made tremen-
dous profits from their percentage on transactions, but the risks could be
great. Their special risk lay in underwriting, the responsibility for selling
all the securities in a flotation and taking the unsold on themselves. It
was Jewish finance which enabled rail kilometres to increase from 43 in
1825, all in Britain, to the 1870 figures of 15,544 in France, 18,876 in
Germany, 21,558 (1871) in Britain, and 10,731 in Russia.*®

There are some clear reasons for Jewish domination of nineteenth-
century European banking, and the history of the Rothschilds of Lon-
don, Paris, Vienna, and Frankfurt, the greatest banking family of the
time and probably of any time, illustrates a few of them. They had long
experience in the money trade in their home town of Frankfurt, and
carefully kept their capital liquid. Aided by their agents and inter-
national connections, often within the family, they obtained intimate
knowledge not only of market conditions and customers, essential for
business but hard to come by, but also of political affairs. These connec-
tions could be used to help one another and sometimes fellow bankers
in tight spots. The Rothschilds often married within their large family or
with another Jewish banking family. European banking in its earlier
phases was often in the hands of such close-knit, self-segregated minori-
ties as Russian Old Believers, French Protestants, and English Quakers,
and Jews obviously belonged in that category. Few if any Jewish bankers
converted to Christianity, if only because their membership in the ‘club’
could have been forfeited.

Arisk which could not be figured on the balance sheet was widespread
resentment when Jewish bankers appeared to back the policies of reac-
tionary regimes whose securities they underwrote. Actually the financ-
iers avoided political involvement. They were almost solely interested

3 B. R. Mitchell, European Historical Statistics, 1750-1975, 2nd rev. edn. (New York,
1980), table G1, pp. 609 ff.
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in political stability, meaning whether regimes could dependably pay
interest and principal. Still less refutable was the belief that the Jewish
bankers, and by extension the Jews, were the hidden power behind the
policies of governments. Just the title of Toussenel’s French book of
1845, ‘The Jews, Rulers of the Age’ (Les Juifs rois de I’époque) expressed a
conviction which no facts could break down. More generally, social
classes and intellectuals who were devoted to traditional agrarian and
artisan life observed its stagnation and decline with dismay, and placed
the responsibility on the transactions of high finance under ‘Jewish
domination’.

Revolutions in 1848

The revolutions which broke out spontaneously in 1848 * found the
Jews in a far different position from where they stood six decades earlier
at the start of the French Revolution. They not only had achieved eman-
cipation or measurable improvement in their status throughout western
Europe, but they played an active political role unthinkable in the world
of 1789. The 1848 revolutions, although separate and local, shared a
common liberal ideology. Nationalism was joined to liberalism, as lib-
eral Germans sought national unification but denounced the nationalist
rebellion of the Poles in Prussia. Austrian Germans confronted Czech,
Hungarian, and Polish movements within the Habsburg realms. The lib-
eral writer and politician Ignaz Kuranda, a Czech Jew by origin yet an
Austrian delegate in the German parliament of Frankfurt, aroused anti-
Jewish hostility in Bohemia because he exemplified Jewish partiality to
Habsburg Germanism.* Socialism also emerged on the scene in 1848. A
few Jews were socialists but there was no distinct Jewish socialism.

3 See the stimulating study of E. Labrousse, ‘1848-1830-1789: How Revolutions are
Born’, in Crouzet et al., Essays in European Economic History, 1-14. On the Rothschilds
there is now the comprehensive, outstanding Niall Ferguson, The World’s Banker: The
History of the House of Rothschild (London, 1998).

40 Francis L. Loewenheim, ‘German Liberalism and the Czech Renaissance: Ignaz
Kuranda, Die Grenzboten, and Developments in Bohemia, 1845-1849’, in The Czech
Renascence of the Nineteenth Century: Essays Presented to Otakar Odlozilik, ed. P. Brock and
H. G. Skilling (Toronto, 1970), 146-75.
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Jewish national sentiment also found occasional expression during
the revolutionary year. However, emancipation from what remained of
the Old Regime stood highest on the liberal revolutionary agenda and
dominated the parliaments of the revolution. Many Jews and others
held that a separate Jewish effort for emancipation was wrong in prin-
ciple, since it was bound to come with general political emancipation in
the new liberal order. The Frankfurt assembly’s abortive constitution for
a united Germany included Jewish legal equality, but liberal Germany
and its paper constitution were swept away. Jewish emancipation was
almost achieved in revolutionary Vienna also, but Habsburg reaction re-
gained control and dissolved the assembly. For French Jewry, possessing
emancipation, the demands were internal: a democratic franchise and
popular control of Jewish community affairs, in which the Orthodox
majority would predominate. The demands were gained but within a
few years most of the old ways crept back.*!

Jewish representatives sat in the revolutionary assemblies in Paris,
Vienna and Frankfurt. Isaac-Adolphe Crémieux, a lawyer and leader in
the Jewish community, was minister of justice in the new French repub-
lican regime, while German Jewry’s foremost voice for emancipation,
Gabriel Riesser of Hamburg, also a lawyer, was elected a vice-president
of the national assembly at Frankfurt. There were Jewish leaders of the
revolution in Vienna, especially Adolf Fischof and Josef Goldmark, phy-
sician and chemist respectively, as well as the community’s preacher,
Isaac Noah Mannheimer. Two young Jews were among the revolution-
ists who were executed after a Viennese revolutionary uprising against
the reaction; one was Hermann Jellinek, brother of a famous and re-
spectable Vienna rabbi. The Jewishness of all these men was open and
not made an issue. The scholars of the Wissenschaft des Judentums were
strongly pro-revolution. Such men as Zunz, Geiger, Steinschneider,
Graetz, and especially Luzzatto in Italy, were filled with revolutionary
enthusiasm, but they and their successors later became politically
passive. However, the administration of the Jewish communities was
thrown into confusion by the revolution. Dues and taxes could not
be collected and there was widespread feeling that compared with the
revolution the community’s affairs were of little importance. There was

4 Phyllis Cohen Albert, The Modernization of French Jewry, 77-85.
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another side, however. Revolutionary political changes also involved
the political status of the Jewish community. Thinking about the posi-
tion of emancipated Jewry in the modern state did not end when the
reaction restored the previous regimes.

There is another face to the events of 1848-9 which raised questions
over the Jews and the revolution. At the very time the revolution broke
out and Jews collaborated with other revolutionary citizens in the large
cities, a chain of anti-Jewish riots broke out in the small towns and vil-
lages of Alsace, south-west Germany, and Bohemia. On the other hand
there were no attacks on Jews in revolutionary Italy nor in rebellious
Polish Galicia and Posen. Where riots occurred, the rioters were satisfied
with destroying and looting Jewish and other property but hardly any
physical injury and no killing. Thirty Jewish communities are known to
have been affected in south-west Germany alone, and probably an equal
number in Alsace. The cause of the riots above all was the debts the
peasants could not meet, which they blamed on remote Jewish bankers,
as well as the low prices for their produce, supposedly the fault of local
Jewish dealers. These riots dampened the enthusiasm of many Jews for
the revolution and awakened a feeling that emancipation did not mean
ultimate security. Liberals, however, widely believed that attacks on the
Jews were a function of lingering prejudice and social backwardness.

Jews in the Habsburg lands endured the most violence. A wave of
riots came with the proposal to grant suffrage to prosperous Jews in
Hungary, and a bloody attack almost erupted in Pressburg (Bratislava).
In many places Jews were kept from serving in the ‘National Guard’ of
the revolution which protected the peace or were forced to quit it. Out-
side Pressburg attacks on Jews in Prague and small Slovakian and
Hungarian places were minor, put in objective terms. But Jews were
tense and frightened, and thousands fled to safer locations. Arguably
the wave of post-revolutionary emigration overseas had its origin as
much in these assaults as in the less tangible failure of emancipation by
revolution.*

42 Jacob Toury, Turmoil and Confusion in the Revolution of 1848: The Anti-Jewish Riots
in the ‘Year of Freedom’ and their Influence on Modern Anti-Semitism (Hebrew, English title;
Tel Aviv, 1968), views the riots as the basic fact of the revolution vis a vis the Jews. Salo
W. Baron published a series of articles on 1848 in a more optimistic spirit: “The Impact
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The revolutions of 1848 suggested the direction of Jewish history in
central and western Europe for the remainder of the century. Jewish
emancipation was not won through revolutionary movements, and
where that occurred it was cancelled by reactionary restorations. It was
monarchs back on their thrones after 1848 who granted Jewish emanci-
pation, just as they bestowed constitutions. After a few years of reaction,
Jews found themselves in prospering Europe.

Liberal High Tide

The years between 1850 and 1870 mark the fullness of the liberal tide
which began with the French Revolution. Emancipation was achieved
or almost so, and it appeared to be the grand answer to all Jewish needs.
The vehemence of internal Jewish debates died down. Compared with
the storms of the generations between 1789 and 1848, 1850 to 1870 can
even be called a monotonous time. Great Britain, untouched by revolu-
tion in 1848 although its rulers shuddered, and France, the Netherlands,
and Italy after unification in 1860, were open to Jewish talent and am-
bition. Jews could also take part in public life. From Vienna to Galicia
Habsburg Jews professed loyalty to Austrian German domination under
Emperor Franz Josef. Between 1850 and 1870 they still took little note of
the subject nationalities of the empire among whom they lived. One
who did take note was the widely respected Adolf Fischof, erstwhile revo-
lutionary leader, who until he died in 1893 urged a federative empire.
of the Revolution of 1848 on Jewish Emancipation’, Jewish Social Studies, 11/3 (July
1949), 195-248; ‘Aspects of the Jewish Communal Crisis in 1848’, Jewish Social Studies,
14/2 (April 1952), 99-144; ‘The Revolution of 1848 and Jewish Scholarship’, Proceedings
of the American Academy for Jewish Research, 18 (1949), 1-66, and 20 (1951), 1-100;
‘Church and State Debates in the Jewish Community of 1848’, Mordecai M. Kaplan
Jubilee Volume (New York, 1953), 49-72; ‘Samuel David Luzzato and the Revolution
of 1848’ (Hebrew) Sefer Assaf (Jerusalem, 1953), 40-63. Baron sees the revolution in a
basically favourable light. Reinhard Rirup, ‘The European Revolutions of 1848 and
Jewish Emancipation’, in W. E. Mosse et al., Revolution and Evolution, 1-53 (comments
by R. Kosseleck, pp. 55-62), is a fine summary. Istvan Deak, The Lawful Revolution: Louis

Kossuth and the Hungarians, 1848-1849 (New York, 1979), passim, contains data on
Hungarian Jews.
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But his voice went unheeded, and Jews were perhaps the most faithful
Habsburgers of all.

German Jews entered a period of twenty years’ equipoise while con-
tinuing to live in a still restrictive society. The arts and sciences and pub-
lic employment, including law and universities, opened for them in
1858. Except for lawyers in private practice, however, abandoning Juda-
ism was usually an unwritten requirement for entry or advancement in
these fields. German Jews nevertheless continued their steady accultur-
ation and quiet progress towards full emancipation, and above all their
economic advance.

Urbanization in western Europe, which accompanied economic
advance, had Jews among its leaders. The Jewish population of small
towns flowed towards the metropolitan centres. We have mentioned
movement from Alsace to Paris, besides from provincial towns to Lon-
don, and from Bavaria to Frankfurt, Hamburg, and Cologne. Viennese
Jewry, where a negligible 1 per cent of its adult Jews had been born, is
perhaps the most striking example. It grew from about 4,000 legally resi-
dent Jews in 1848 but many more unofficially, to 175,000 unrestricted
residents in 1910 among the 2,031,000 Viennese. Vienna's Jews came
mainly from Moravia, Hungary, Slovakia, and eastern Austria, and a few
from Bohemia. Galicians among Viennese Jews became numerous late
in the century. These Jewish immigrants to the big city did not furnish
its apprentices and manual labourers as did Christian immigrants, but
the salesmen and petty traders.*

When the German lands underwent years of reaction and economic
depression after 1848, the United States received its largest arrival of
German immigrants, almost 30,000 of whom were Jews. Jews who
remained in the ‘fatherland’ were repeatedly told to redistribute them-
selves in ‘productive occupations’ as proof that they merited emanci-
pation. However, Jews asking for what they lacked in full emancipation
now did so not as humble petitioners but in terms of their rights
as Germans. Yet the political scene was gradually moving rightwards.

4 Peter Schmidtbauer, ‘Households and Household Forms of Viennese Jews in 18577,
Journal of Family History (winter 1980), esp. 371-8; Marcia L. Rozenblit, The Jews of
Vienna, 1867-1914: Assimilation and Identity (Albany, NY, 1983), tables 2.1, p. 17, 2.5,
p- 22, and pp. 13-34, dealing mostly with a later period.
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University student associations turned anti-Semitic during this period,
and excluded Jews from membership.#

As more young Jews attended secondary schools which fitted them
for white-collar and technical work or university, the Jewish commu-
nity practically ceased training its youth for ‘productive’ occupations. In
industrializing Germany Jews became entrepreneurs in such fields as
textiles, clothing, food and drink, and some luxury products. Gathering
and selling scrap metal, once derided, became a respected, useful
occupation. Such was also the case with one-time travelling merchants,
now commercial travellers and commission salesmen who played a
recognized role in distributing the products of industry. Jews were also
prominent as brokers, bankers, factors, and financial intermediaries.
German conservatives, hostile to the developing industrial society,
found in the Jews’ modern economic activities another reason to detest
them. On the other hand, social relations between Jews and Germans
began to flourish modestly, and there was a small degree of hitherto un-
known concord between Judaism and some Christian sects, although
not with the dominant Lutherans. Reform Judaism slackened, Ortho-
doxy in large cities revived, and graduates of the new Breslau rabbinical
school headed by Zacharias Frankel began to serve communities in his
‘positive-historical’ spirit. Jewish authors, musicians, and writers both
on Jewish and general German themes became prominent. Scientists
and scholars, however, needed an institutional base, and had the bitter
choice between being blocked professionally or converting. Still, the
quarter-century after the revolution of 1848 was German Jewry’s most
hopeful generation.

British Jewry at last acquired political emancipation in 1858 when
Lionel de Rothschild, who had been repeatedly elected to the House of
Commons, could be sworn in. The House of Lords finally accepted that
the oath to sit in the House of Commons might omit the words ‘on the
true faith of a Christian’. Minor in substance, the admission to parlia-
ment was still a step away from a Christian toward a secular state and
had long been resisted by Christian traditionalists. British Jews re-
mained a mainly mercantile group, and entered comparatively slowly

4 Konrad H. Jarausch, Students, Society, and Politics in Imperial Germany (Princeton,
1982), 96-100, 271-4, 351-66.
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into British public life. Cultural contributions were much fewer than in
France and Germany. Their well-organized community, acting through
its Boards of Guardians in every community, was quite effective not
only in relieving want but also in start-up loans to small business and in
apprenticing boys. The Jewish community sought to draw Jews away
from street trades and peddling and to discourage entry into the tailor-
ing trade. The long-range policy was to foster a class of self-supporting
skilled workers. The children of families receiving relief were required to
attend a few years of school. At any rate, dependence on charity notice-
ably decreased as the lower classes’ conditions bettered.

Seldom if ever was a transformation of Jewish life as comprehensive as
in western Europe during the half-century after the Napoleonic era. Not
only did social and political status rise far higher, but languages and
cultural life changed drastically as the Jews adopted those of their
surroundings. They became much more prosperous, even though many
poor remained. Their communities’ structure and function were reorga-
nized on a basically voluntary basis. While a sizeable number remained
attached to the old ways, there appeared no question which way the
current of Jewish life was flowing. It was in eastern Europe that basic
questions of the direction of Jewish life existed.



6
Travail in Eastern Europe, 1815-1881

The rift between west and east in European Jewry widened during the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. While the Jews in western
Europe moved decisively towards emancipation and acculturation, those
of eastern Europe lived under tsarist autocracy without personal liberty.
Jews like others in Russia did not possess rights in general but lived in-
stead under special laws which confined or deprived them in some way.
A small minority of Jews received privileges which were doled out for
meeting governmental requirements regarding wealth, military service,
or Russian education. The most significant privilege was that of residing
outside the Pale of Settlement, which consisted of the fifteen western
provinces of Russia besides Poland. However, about 95 per cent of the
Jews had to live within the Pale.

The status of the Jews in the Kingdom of Poland, successor to
Napoleon’s Duchy of Warsaw, also called Congress (of Vienna) Poland,
and now under the rule of the tsar, differed significantly from that of
Russian Jewry proper. Poland remained as it had been under the French.
Polish Jews under Russian rule possessed few civil or political rights, but
Tsar Nicholas I's edicts did not include them.! Far more than in Russia,
the Jewish question in Congress Poland was a frequent subject of public
discussion. For decades Polish writers and politicians, sometimes with
Jewish collaborators, proposed laws which would require the Jews to
modernize their ways in return for very limited rights. Nothing came of
any of this.? Polonized Jews and Jewish university students took part
enthusiastically in the failed uprising of 1830-1 against Russian rule,
even establishing a Jewish National Guard in Warsaw during the rebel-
lion. Like the majority of Poles, however, most Jews looked on the

! Artur Eisenbach, The Emancipation of the Jews in Poland, 1780-1870 (Oxford, 1991),
153-7. 2 Ibid., 158-96.
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uprising passively, although they were promised rights in return for
joining in. Probably they were aware that alongside such promises,
strident anti-Jewish voices were accusing them of exploiting the Polish
people.®

Waves of autocratic reaction and liberal reform came and went in Rus-
sia, deeply affecting Jewish privileges. What was given could be taken
away summarily and arbitrarily. The close of the era in 1881 found Rus-
sian as well as Polish Jewry far more numerous, but so restricted in their
residence and occupation that they were unable to participate fully and
enjoy the benefits of Russia’s economic growth. As a group they may
have been poorer at the close of the era than they had been at its outset.

Russian Jewry’s intense Judaism, wholly Orthodox around 1815,
acquired variety in the course of the century as a secular Jewish dimen-
sion developed. Religious reform, however, failed to take root. Together
with religious and cultural abundance Russian Jewry carried on an
active communal life even after communal autonomy was officially
abolished in 1844. Despite governmental prohibition the organized
Jewish community continued to exist quite openly but unofficially. Its
power could be felt especially in smaller cities and towns where Jewish
public opinion was still potent. Curiously, power in such local commu-
nities was wielded by the managers of the burial society (hevra kadisha),
who had to arrange burials and had the authority to assign cemetery
places. Stingy or disreputable persons and their families might be dis-
graced by the burial society’s decisions, which could be announced
while the person yet lived and might feel moved to return to proper con-
duct. The burial societies’ activities were in some cases conducted with
corrupt extortion.

The Jews of Galicia (Austrian Poland) were east European Jews within
a central European monarchy. They resembled those of Russia socially
and culturally, but Galician Jews had their distinct political history
under Habsburg rule. Until 1848 they were heavily taxed in order to
advance their compulsory ‘improvement’ in Enlightenment style. A
minimum of taxed Sabbath and holiday candles had to be bought, and

3 N. M. Gelber (ed.), Ha-Yehudim veha-Mered ha-Polani: Zikhronotav shel Yaakov ha-

Levi Levin (Hebrew; The Jews and the Polish Revolt . . . The Memoirs of Yaakov ha-Levi
Levin) (Jerusalem, 1953), introduction.
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kosher meat (but not fowl) was also taxed by the pound. The tax collec-
tors were Jews and they ruled their communities. Galician Jews made
meagre livings from distilling and selling liquor and from trades and
crafts. They were little drawn to Enlightenment or to modern schools
but rather to Hasidism. Until the revolution of 1848 briefly overturned
the Old Regime, they lived under highly restrictive rule. The emancipa-
tion which they owed to the revolution was brief, since it was cancelled
in 1851 along with the rest of revolutionary legislation, not to be re-
newed until 1859 by the restored emperor. When emancipation came
conclusively to Galicia and the rest of Habsburg Jewry in 1867, as in
Great Britain it did not include universal equal franchise. Yet what Gali-
cian Jewry secured was far better than the lot of the Jews in the tsarist
empire.*

Probably the most remarkable development within east European
Jewry went practically unnoticed or at least unmentioned at the time.
This was its immense, century-long population increase. It exemplifies a
vastly important latent historical process of whose existence contem-
poraries were barely if at all aware. Russian Jewry lacked statisticians
and political economists before the 1880s and distrusted those of the
government. The only reasonably accurate and comprehensive Russian
statistics came late, in the unique census of 1897, when 5,216,000 Jews
were enumerated. But even without censuses or social science methods,
alert contemporaries might well have observed a great many newly
founded Jewish communities, old-established communities bursting
their bounds, and larger families than in earlier days. To be sure there are
fair population estimates for the period before 1897. The Jewish subjects
of the tsars numbered approximately 1.6 million in 1820, of whom
212,000 lived in Russian Poland in 1816. They increased to 2.4 million
in 1851, 564,000 of them in Russian Poland, and to some 4 million by
1880, of whom 1,004,000 were in Russian Poland. The sizeable increase
in the total population of Russia in the same period, from 46 million to
86 million, was still proportionately much less than the Jews’ increase.
Russia’s Jewish population continued to climb until the early twentieth

* Raphael Mahler, Divrey Yemey Yisrael, Dorot Aharonim, part 2 vol. 1: Mizrah Ayropah

... (1815-1848) (Hebrew; History of the Jewish People in Modern Times . . . Eastern
Europe) (Merhavia, 1970), 241-66.
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century, when the huge emigration overseas offset natural increase.
Outside Russian rule Galician Jewry, about 225,000 in 1800, numbered
449,000 in the 1857 census and 686,000 in that of 1880, regularly con-
stituting about 10 per cent of Galicia’s population.’ The huge increase of
east European Jewry becomes still harder to explain when one realizes
that Jewish women were gradually marrying at a later age. Improve-
ments in health and sanitation were meagre. On the other hand, major
epidemics no longer decimated large regions’ Jewish and general popu-
lation after the typhus epidemic of 1848. However, data concerning
Jewish sexual habits, such as occasional references in rabbinic responsa,
is too sparse to generalize from.

The main portion of east European Jewry dwelt of course in the
Russian empire. Tsarist policy was based on the axioms that Judaism was
a degraded religion, Jewish economic activity harmed the Russian
people, and Jewish occupations, commerce in particular, were unpro-
ductive. The policy of the tsars and their bureaucracy was so-called en-
lightened absolutism, which aimed to ‘reform’ the Jews by compulsory
methods. The reform most desired of them, however, was conversion to
Christianity. This ill-concealed wish was clear enough to the Jews to
make them suspicious of all reforms. Between 1796 and 1825 a series of
high-ranking officials and committees all concluded that Jewish reform
under government order was necessary. They also agreed essentially on
the direction it ought to take. Two high officials, I. G. Frizel, a general
and former governor of Lithuania, and the conservative nobleman and
noted poet G. R. Derzhavin presented reports on the Jews in 1800. The
ex-general’s report was in places sympathetic while the poet was consis-
tently hostile. Both wished to banish the Jews from the liquor trade,
abolish their autonomy, and require them to change their traditional
garb as well as the education of their children. Derzhavin even credited

5 Jacob Lestschinsky, Dos Idishe Folk in Tsiffern (Yiddish; Berlin, 1922), chs. 4 and 5
and passim, which contains the faults and inaccuracies of a pioneer; John Doyle Klier,
Russia Gathers her Jews: The Origins of the ‘Jewish Question’ in Russia, 1772-1825 (DeKalb,
I1l., 1986), 19, 55-6, 81; Salo W. Baron, The Russian Jew under Tsars and Soviets (New York,
1964). 76-84; Mahler, Divrey Yemey Yisrael, 16-18, estimates 1 m. Russian Jews in 1818
and 1.75 m. in 1851, besides Poland. Michael Stanislawski, Tsar Nicholas I and the Jews:
The Transformation of Jewish Society in Russia, 1825-1855 (Philadelphia, 1983), 160-70,
stresses the difficulties of obtaining reliable figures.
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the blood libel, blaming it on individual fanatics whom the Jewish
community allegedly shielded. Perhaps influenced by physiocratic
doctrines, he advocated that the Jewish population be divided into fixed
proportions of farmers, merchants, and craftsmen. Derzhavin and Frizel
proposed to make Jews productive by encouraging craftsmen and by
colonizing them as farmers in underpopulated southern areas. Inn-
keepers, distillers, and petty traders, a ‘useless’ and ‘harmful’ sector of
the Jewish population, were to be forced or encouraged to change occu-
pations.® Major reforms were embodied in the decree of 1804, which
barred Jews from leasing land, keeping inns, or selling liquor. This
policy, with halts and pauses, in the long term succeeded in driving the
Jews out of the countryside, with the exception of Jewish rural colonists
who had settled with government endorsement.

Significant for future co-operation between the Russian regime and
Jewish enlighteners, Derzhavin enjoyed the collaboration of two pion-
eer Russian maskilim, Nota Notkin and a physician, Dr Ilya Frank, in
drawing up his report. They endorsed much of his critique of Jewish life
and proposed some of the reforms which Derzhavin put in his pro-
gramme, mainly in education.” Their critique of Russian Jewish life and
reform proposals was in the spirit of the Berlin Haskalah and western
enlightened absolutism. In Russia’s serf society, Haskalah conceptions
imported from the west were to be applied to a deeply traditional Jewish
community which was unready for change. When Haskalah ideas were
taken up by the government, they were applied in an arbitrary and often
ruthless manner which indifferently disregarded Jewish opinion.

Arbitrariness also characterized the proposals of tsarist Russia’s first
liberal movement, the secret, ill-fated Decembrist group of young army
officers, formed about 1816. They conceived of rights and equality
within a unitary Russian state where all ethnic and national minorities
would have to assimilate completely. Like everyone else the Jews too
would receive rights and their autonomous cultural and communal life

¢ Klier, Russia Gathers her Jews; S. Ettinger, ‘The Statute of 1804’ (Hebrew) Beyn Russiya
u-Polin (Hebrew; Eng. title: On the History of the Jews in Poland and Russia) (Jerusalem,
1994), 234-56, including a translation of the statute; M. Minc, ‘A Long Marginal Note
on the Derzhavin Report in 1800’ (Hebrew), Israel and the Nations: Essays Presented in
Honor of Shmuel Ettinger (Hebrew; English title) (Jerusalem, 1987), 103-12.

7 Klier, Russia Gathers her Jews, 86-115.
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would be abolished. The Decembrists also endorsed a Jewish state in
Asia Minor, perhaps for those who could not accept their drastic version
of liberalism. But the movement, which included in its ranks one
converted Jew, was crushed brutally by the newly enthroned Tsar
Nicholas I.8

Sadness and Oppression under Nicholas |

A folk song, one of probably many, expressed tersely what the new tsar
meant to the Jews:

When Nicolas Pavlovich became tsar

Jewish hearts filled with sadness . . . (umetik gevoren)®

A long train of edicts issued from this arch-autocratic militarist. They
were supposed to reform the Jews and, unmentioned but suspected, to
lure or drive them to the baptismal font of Russian Orthodoxy. For a
start, Nicholas I expelled the Jews from one rural area in Lithuania, con-
tinued to bar Jews from Kiev, and limited the growth of Kurland Jewry
in the Baltics. However, it was the edict of military conscription in 1827
which set the tone for the Jews under Nicholas I's regime. Military
service itself was not new for Jews. They had been conscripts or volun-
teers in the French revolutionary armies and the Habsburg regime had
applied conscription to them from the 1780s, without enthusiasm or
outrage on their part. Russian conscription, however, was far more oner-
ous than in other lands. There were widespread exemptions among the
general population but numerical shortages were compensated for by
serfs whom their lord drafted. The Jewish quota resembled the general
population’s, between four and eight per thousand taxed persons, but it
was raised sharply during the tsar’s last years and the Crimean War in

8 Saul M. Ginsburg, ‘Di Dekabristen un Iden’, Historishe Verk, (3 vols., New York,
1937), i. 3-16; Hugh Seton-Watson, The Russian Empire, 1801-1917 (Oxford, 1967),
183-98, on the movement generally.

9 Quoted in Elias Tcherikover, ‘The Jewish Masses, the Maskilim and the Regime in
the Era of Nicholas I’ (Hebrew), Yehudim be-Itot Mahpekhah (Hebrew; Jews in Revolu-
tionary Times) (Tel Aviv, 1957), 107-26.
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1854-5. There were exemptions for rabbis, members of merchant guilds,
and pupils as well as graduates of Russian educational institutions. Vol-
unteer substitutes were allowed, but practically no one volunteered. The
term of service was twenty-five years from the age of 18, but thousands
of adolescents or even children were conscripted, serving as ‘cantonists’
until their years of service began to count when they turned 18. Jewish
soldiers were always sent far away from their families and communities,
and were prevented from practising Judaism notwithstanding the reli-
gious freedom promised in the edict. As his private statements show,
Nicholas I aimed explicitly at converting Jewish conscripts. The recruits
had to take a formidable oath of absolute obedience to their superiors
up to the tsar, and then swear that they took the oath with no mental
reservations.!® As soldiers they were plied with inducements or coerced
to turn Christian. Most did so sooner or later, although there are also
instances of youthful martyrdom.

Jewish parents employed every means to protect their children. Muti-
lation was practised, like amputating a finger or toes, or youngsters were
enrolled in schools which would gain them exemption. Some crossed
the border out of Russia. What outraged Jews nearly as much as con-
scription itself was kahal complicity in gathering recruits. Like their
imperial master the kahal regarded conscription as a form of social con-
trol. Children from ‘good’ families well connected with the kahal were
not taken, but the defenceless poor or nonconformist, ‘undesirables’,
and juvenile delinquents in today’s term, were taken. Without volun-
teers to go, the kahal had problems in finding manpower. The activities
of many a kahal left undying bitterness among the Jewish masses. Dur-
ing the panic of Nicholas I's last years and the Crimean War Jewish khap-
pers (literally, grabbers) were employed to seize youngsters and spirit
them away. Streets and whole towns emptied when word came that
khappers were on the prowl.

There are fair approximations but few exact figures of conscription.
The large Minsk community together with several small ones nearby
offered seventy potential conscripts in 1828. As summarized by Michael
Stanislawski:

19 The Hebrew text is in Hayyim Lieberman, Ohel Rahel, iii (New York, 1984), 652-3.
Its authorship is unknown.
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Of these seventy, forty-one were over eighteen, but forty-four were either
unmarried or living alone; thirty had no occupation, thirteen were listed as
servants, three as beggars, three as unskilled laborers, and fourteen as tailors,
tradesmen, or cobblers; forty-nine of the seventy were registered as living in
the city, twelve were vagabonds, and eight were living in nearby villages.!!

Since most of the seventy possessed exemptions or fled, a new list of
fifty-two was composed:

almost half were under eighteen, but only twenty-three lived alone; their
occupational distribution was roughly the same as their predecessors, but now
only twenty-four were listed as city dwellers, while the remaining twenty-eight
were living in villages or were vagabonds.!?

There and elsewhere the pattern of recruitment was clearly biased
towards taking the poor, unmarried, and village Jews and vagabonds.
Dreadful scenes were enacted. The Hebrew writer Judah Leib Levin, him-
self a privileged child, recalled how a young child was dragged from his
house by six khappers, followed by his screaming mother who was
roughly thrown aside, and trundled off in a carriage. He also recalled the
departure by horse-drawn carriage of youngsters who had been con-
scripted:

[S]oldiers took the children out of the house one after the other and put them
into the carriage until . . . they were squeezed and crammed like fish in a
barrel. All around stood mothers and fathers and a great mass of people . . .
Mothers and fathers were wailing bitterly, one of them giving a child a psalm
book, another giving phylacteries, and so forth, ‘Be a Jew!’, ‘Whatever
happens, be a Jew!” Outcries like this and tears and groans are heard on every
side.!®

Stories of the fate of conscripted Jewish children are numerous in
Hebrew and Yiddish literature. A few true instances are known where
courageous men forcibly freed Jewish children awaiting transportation.
Such a highly dangerous act won admiration but few imitators.'

11 Stanislawski, Tsar Nicholas I and the Jews, 28-9. 2 Tbid. 29.

13 Yehuda Leib Levin, ‘The Seized’ Hebrew, 1904, in Zikhronot ve-Hegyonot (Hebrew:
Memories and Reflections), ed. Y. Slutzky (Jerusalem, 1971), 30-5; quotation, p. 35.

14 E, Tcherikover, ‘The Jewish Masses’, 111-14.
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The most careful estimate is 70,000 Jewish conscripts from 1827 to
1854, after which the system was discontinued under the new Tsar
Alexander II. Of these 50,000 were minors beneath 18. The majority of
conscripts apparently became Christians. Very few survived a quarter-
century as Russian soldiers and Jews, and few families ever saw their con-
scripted children again.!® Conscription scarcely damaged Russian Jewry
demographically since population was rising rapidly, but it left a lasting
scar of communal class conflict and bitterness against the tsarist regime.
Many other instances are known of kahal graft, cooked accounts or
refusal to render accounts at all, and no satisfaction could be obtained
from Russian officials.

The tsar tightened the censorship of Hebrew and Yiddish books by
commanding that they be printed nowhere but Zhitomir and Vilna,
where the censors sat. Further laws fixed the definitive boundaries of the
Pale of Settlement and the privileges of merchants of the first class. Jews
were forced out of distilling and dispensing liquor in rural inns. Thou-
sands who made this their living were expelled piecemeal from the
countryside. The Jews were even required to change their traditional
garb. Concerned over the problem of Jewish smuggling, the tsar ordered
in 1843 the mass expulsion of Jews within 50 versts (33 miles) of the
western border. Tens of thousands of Jews would have lost homes and
livelihoods had the imperial command been enforced.

In the absence of substantial economic data, we may cite a memoran-
dum on the disastrous effects of decades of these policies presented by
Vilna Jewry to Sir Moses Montefiore when he visited in 1846. Although
thirty-nine trades and crafts were listed which Jews practised, they could
not make a living because they were driven out of one employment after
another and had long-established dwellings taken from them on legal
pretexts.

After these distractions came famine, with its massive harm. It touched every
corner of the city and shook loose the last coin. Householders lost their busi-
nesses and gave up on trade. They hug themselves and consume their own
flesh. The destitute poor who until now could eat the bread of charity now lie

15 Ibid. 25, 194-95, no. 51, 52. This estimate appears better based than Baron’s (The
Russian Jew, 37). 16 Mabhler, Divrey Yemey Yisrael, 116-22.
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at street corners and plead for bread with no one to give it to them. They wait
for death but it is long in coming. . . . Wherever one goes one sees dreadful
sights of poverty and famine.!”

The poverty of the Jews in a poor country was deepened by government
policies. At the same time, several provincial governors reported the
Jews too poor to pay any taxes, not to speak of repaying communal
debts. A Polish noble describes abysmal Jewish poverty in his country
during the early 1840s:

There is really no more miserable race under the sun than the Jewish people
who live in our villages. It is sufficient to visit some of them . . . most of [the
Jews] live twelve in a small room infected with pestilential air, dirty, half-
naked, sleeping in beds suspended one above the other, struggling almost
ceaselessly with hunger, sickness, and often with death, without any hope
or salvation in this world except the faith deep in their hearts despite every
misfortune.

The impoverished Polish peasant, he adds, at least has some food stored
away and a few domestic animals, but the Jews have not even that.'
With a view to reforming the Jews, Nicholas I's regime continued
Jewish agricultural colonization in the Ukraine (New Russia) which had
begun under his predecessor from 1804 until 1810. Colonization also
began in Siberia but was scuttled on Nicholas I's command after its
opponents in the bureaucracy warned him that the Jews would infect
that vast territory. Jewish colonists already in Siberia were transferred to
the Ukraine. Government policy thereupon ceased encouraging coloni-
zation and instead ignored it. The first colonists between 1804 and 1811
had come unprepared and inexperienced, and lived in hunger under
primitive conditions. They were given land and burdened with debt to
pay for it, but received no training or aid. The 9,757 colonists of 1811
numbered only 3,657 in 1818 after perhaps 1,000 quit and 5,000 died of
their hardships. The colonists of the 1820s had to accept the lowly status
of peasant and could not employ Christian workers. During the 1830s

17 ‘Memorial of Vilna Community Leaders to Moses Montefiore’ (Hebrew), in Gins-
burg, Historishe Verk, ii. 293-8.

18 Quoted in Mabhler, Divrey Yemey Yisrael, 183; many more examples are given on
43-8.
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and 1840s more Jews turned again to agriculture in the south, and still
larger numbers settled when Jewish colonization was allowed in White
Russia. True to the tsar’s principles, the colonies’ regime was one of
implacable discipline. Jews were ordered about in military fashion, could
not leave, and might be flogged for laziness or disobedience at the whim
of their supervisors, who were former army officers. On the other hand,
the Jewish peasants and their sons were exempt from conscription. In
1860 the number of Jewish colonists stood at 32,000 in White Russia and
28,000 in the Ukraine, besides a few thousand in Poland. In general the
Jewish farms were too small to support a family at a minimal standard
and material conditions were miserable. The colonies’ population
growth lagged far behind that of the Jewish population as a whole.

Settling the barely inhabited Ukraine was not the only purpose of
the agricultural project. Russian officials and maskilim were certain that
making Jews tillers of the soil would reform them fundamentally. Belief
in the moral virtue of working the soil has a continuous history extend-
ing from the early Haskalah to Zionist colonization. The tsarist project
was a link in this chain, one distinguished for its habitual brutality and
disregard of colonists’ basic needs. Russian Jewry, including the ardently
favourable maskilim, took little notice of the Jewish farmers, who in any
case lived in remote and barely accessible places.'’

After the despotic rule of conscription and quotas and conversion, the
emphasis in the second half of Nicholas I's reign changed from force to
persuasion and extensive use of carrot and stick—privileges for indi-
viduals in return for their Russification. The tsar became persuaded by
Count Kiselev’s report that the Jews, who had withstood centuries of
oppression, were not being reformed by the severe measures taken to
date. From 1840 approximately the regime turned to reforming Jewish
life from within. A new, relatively milder policy proposed to refashion
Jewish children’s education in collaboration with Jews who realized the
need for it, namely maskilim. Thus came about the momentous link
between the tsarist regime and the Russian Haskalah, the Jewish
Enlightenment.

19 Stanislawski, Tsar Nicholas I and the Jews, 39-40, 166-7; a general account is
Mordechai (Marcus) Levin, Erkhey Hevrah ve-Kalkalah shel Tekufat ha-Haskalah (Hebrew;
Social and Economic Values during the Haskalah Era) (Jerusalem, 1975), 187-256.
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Russian and Polish Jewish Enlightenment

The central ideas which guided the Russian Haskalah had been shaped
a half-century earlier in Mendelssohn’s Berlin and then in Galicia.
The long-lived Haskalah in the Habsburg province of Galicia began a
quarter-century later than in German lands. Major intellectual talents
appeared there, notably the philosopher of Jewish history Nachman
Krochmal, the only maskil of intellectual stature comparable to Men-
delssohn, and his disciple Rabbi Solomon ]J. L Rapoport, at first a Hebrew
writer and then a great scholar in the Science of Judaism. The literary ef-
forts of the Galician maskilim specialized in satire, with the Hasidic life
and practices of the majority of Galician Jews the target of Joseph Perl,
Isaac Erter, and others. Modern culture in eastern European Jewry
arrived indirectly via the German Haskalah and Galicia. Many early
Russian maskilim studied in Germany or lived for a while in Galicia and
imbibed Haskalah at its centres in Brody, Tarnopol, and Lemberg
(Lwow). The Galician and later Russian Haskalah were also heavily
indebted to earlier Jewish sources, such as the then forgotten or in-
accessible medieval and Renaissance Hebrew poets and the rationalist
philosophers, whom the Science of Judaism scholars were then un-
earthing.

The Russian Jewish community differed in fundamental ways from
the west and the Russian Haskalah differed accordingly.?® The number
of Jews ruled by the tsars was vastly larger than in Germany or Galicia.
The oppressive regime and kahal authority made individuals careful of
what they said and wrote. Russian Jews lived outside Russian culture
and society without non-Jewish cultural stimuli or intellectual links
until later in the nineteenth century. Polish Jews, however, were less en-
closed, and even before the end of the eighteenth century some of them,

20 Most writing on the Russian Haskalah has treated it in literary terms. Exceptions
are Stanislawski, Tsar Nicholas I and the Jews, chs. 3 and 4; Steven J. Zipperstein, The Jews
of Odessa: A Cultural History, 1794-1881 (Stanford, Calif., 1985), chs., 2, 3, 4; Raphael
Mabhler, Hasidism and the Jewish Enlightenment (Philadelphia, 1985); Eli Lederhendler,
The Road to Modern Jewish Politics: Political Tradition and Political Reconstruction in the Jew-
ish Community of Tsarist Russia (New York, 1989), chs. 4 and 5.
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mainly among the new bourgeoisie in Warsaw, were immersed in Polish
culture. Decades before the issue of schools arose in Russia, several Pol-
ish Jewish schools were established by private initiative, first in Warsaw
in 1806 and later in Lublin and elsewhere in Congress Poland.?! Al-
though Polish Jewish schools were not opened in smaller cities and
villages, their development illustrates the freer field of operation of
Haskalah in Russian Poland when compared with Russia. The new Pol-
ish Jewish schools taught at first in German and followed the German
pattern, teaching only morsels of the biblical text and no Talmud. The
schools’ sponsors sought to replace German with Polish, but after 1839
they were pressured into Russification instead. The schools earned the
opposition of the Orthodox, who held fast to their hadarim. During the
1830s, thanks to moderate maskilim, a compromise with the Orthodox
was reached in 1835 by which the schools began to teach Bible texts and
cultivated a religious atmosphere. However, outside Warsaw and even
within it the masses continued to send their children to hadarim, where
they had teachers who avoided government teachers’ tests which they
probably could not pass. The Orthodox masses and their leaders resisted
the new education with greater vigour than they had in Germany,
where their numbers were much fewer.

The Russian Haskalah’s programme was stated with the extreme
caution required for dealing with the intensely traditionalist Russian
Jewish community. Thus the justification for secular study, which was
the foremost demand, was originally put in terms of its value for sacred
purposes. Maskilim argued that secular study brought better under-
standing of the sacred literature. In fact numerous Jews including rabbis,
especially in Lithuania, dabbled in secular studies for such reasons. The
maskilim, however, had deeper interest in secular study than using it as
a tool of rabbinic studies. Another argument of the maskilim was that
the nations looked down on the Jews as intellectually debased. Mastery
of the modern arts and sciences was needed in order to redeem Jewish
honour. Actually the maskilim desired to refashion the Jews as a modern

2L Jacob Shatzky, Yidishe Bildungs-politik in Poyln fun 1806 biz 1866 (New York, 1943),
is the standard study; also Sabina Levin, Chapters in the History of Jewish Education in
Poland: In the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries (Hebrew; English abstract) (Tel
Aviv, 1997).
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European people, and to have Judaism become a recognized European
culture.

The few maskilim in Russia before the 1840s felt oppressed by their iso-
lation in the towns where they were scattered. The foremost early maskil,
Isaac Ber Levinsohn, lived and studied among Galician maskilim but
spent his adult years in his native town of Kamerets-Podolsk in the south,
sick and lonely. Levinsohn set forth the tenets of Russian Haskalah with
constant reference to precedents in the Talmud and the lives of rabbinic
sages, in order to show that the ways of Haskalah were historically and
religiously valid. Thus his argument for learning Russian and Polish
draws on the record of the ancient Jews. Even after they ceased speaking
Hebrew, they spoke and composed religious literature in the languages of
their surroundings, such as Greek. Contemporary Jews should therefore
abandon Yiddish, in the Haskalah view a debased dialect, and use proper
Russian or Polish. As to profane studies, Levinsohn readily demonstrated
with extensive citations that the sages of the past, including the authors
of the Talmud, mastered natural sciences, mathematics, and medicine:
‘You should know, dear reader, that every body of knowledge on earth,
great or small, is very necessary and essential to man. Therefore he should
endeavour to learn and to know them, since there is no wisdom or knowl-
edge for which there is not some use.” One should not be satisfied only
with the knowledge that even the greatest forerunners possessed: ‘Our
ancestors were vast in knowledge, meaning as far as knowledge went in
those days. Even though we must not be satisfied only with that, we have
mentioned it everywhere for a certain reason, and the thoughtful person
will understand’, presumably, that the achievements of past sages were
being cited in order to persuade the pious. Contemporary inquiry, how-
ever, should range beyond what they had studied. Levinsohn showed
that the ancients avoided commerce, practised crafts, and lived on the
land, obviously meaning that their ways should set the example for
Russian Jews. He waxed lyrical when advocating agricultural life for Jews.
Haskalah ideology, however, took no notice of weighty economic and
social factors which made their proposals pointless.?

22 The quotations are from Levinsohn’s Teudah be-Yisrael (1828), cited in Israel Zin-

berg, Toldot Sifrut Yisrael (Hebrew; History of Jewish Literature), vi (Tel Aviv, 1960),
173-5.
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Only in Vilna and Berdichev were there even small concentrations
of maskilim. Their demonstrative loyalty to the regime was not simply
traditional Jewish fidelity to the ruler but stemmed from their confi-
dence that the Russian government’s goal of reforming and enlighten-
ing the Jews resembled their own. Backing by the regime would
empower the maskilim to override community opposition and carry out
their programme. Thus they found little fault with conscription, seeing
in it a praiseworthy means of integrating the Jews into Russian life
which would lead to equality.?® Isaac Ber Levinsohn was the exception.
He saw what conscription really meant, realized the oppressiveness of
the kahal regime which enforced it, and wrote an indignant, anony-
mous work about it in Yiddish, Hefker Velt (Wanton World).

Secular studies and gaining a place for Judaism in European culture
did not exhaust Haskalah interests. The most fervent ardour was be-
stowed upon the Hebrew language, not only as the language of the holy
books but as an object of study itself. The great medieval language
scholars were restudied as Hebrew grammatical correctness and elegant,
often stilted diction became maskilic hallmarks. Out of Haskalah Hebra-
ism a galaxy of Hebrew writers created modern Hebrew literature, while
from the Yiddish stories and tracts which maskilim produced for com-
mon people came modern Yiddish literature. Literary efforts were
expressed in the new Hebrew press, which began in 1841 with the short-
lived Pirhei Tsafon (Flowers of the North). The stable Hebrew press began
in 1856 with the weekly Ha-Maggid, published just over the border in
Lyck, East Prussia. Notwithstanding this uncensored location it was
a very conservative journal, more so than its contemporary Ha-Meliz,
published in Odessa and later St Petersburg three times weekly. In War-
saw Ha-Zefirah was a sometimes daily third journal. Its publisher,
Hayyim Zelig Slonimsky, was a long-lived, self-taught mathematician
and astronomer of original accomplishments who remained a fully
Orthodox Jew and enjoyed the admiration of the Orthodox public.
When the Russified Jewish public grew large enough, a series of note-
worthy Jewish journals began to appear in Russian, beginning in 1860
with Raszvet (The Dawn) in 1860-1 and continuing with Den’ (The Day)

2 e.g. I. M. Dick, in Mahler, Hasidism and the Jewish Enlightenment, Suppl. C,
283-4; generally, E. Tcherikower, The Jewish Masses’, 107-27.
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in Odessa a decade later.?* These periodicals provided a platform for dis-
cussion, circumspect though it had to be, from which an active Jewish
public opinion grew up in eastern Europe.

Before the late 1860s the maskilim in Russia, unlike the Galician
Haskalah satirists, cautiously limited their criticism of religious life to
deprecating the lack of synagogue decorum and the prevalence of cus-
toms of dubious or kabbalistic origin. Well aware of the Jewish masses’
fervent Orthodoxy and anxious not to antagonize unduly the rabbinical
leaders, the maskilim long avoided the subject of religious change. In
Vilna they had a ‘model’ congregation of their own which was not no-
table for its members’ piety. Opponents of the Haskalah held the Berlin
Haskalah responsible for contemporary German Jewish assimilation
and Reform Judaism. Russian Haskalah uncurbed would lead to the
same result, they warned.

Educational reform was the great ambition of maskilim. They yearned
to banish the shabby hadarim in the teachers’ dwellings and replace
them with graded elementary schools where Bible and Hebrew lan-
guage, but not Talmud, would be prominent in the curriculum. Still
more important, arithmetic and a foreign language—German at first
but later Russian—would be taught. The teachers should not be incom-
petent heder schoolmasters, the butt of maskilic ridicule, but proper
teachers. Many poverty-stricken maskilim desired employment as these
modern teachers, and some succeeded. A few modern Jewish schools
existed in Russia before 1840, notably in Odessa and Vilna.

The Regime and the Reform of Jewish Education

The entrance of the Russian regime into the sphere of Jewish education
excited the maskilim. Its lack of interest in educating the illiterate Rus-
sian masses might have made the regime’s concern with educating the

24 Yehuda Slutzky, Ha-Ttonut ha-Yehudit-Russit ba-Me’ah ha-Tesha “Esreh (Hebrew:
The Russian Jewish Press in the Nineteenth Century) (Jerusalem, 1970) is comprehen-
sive; Alexander Orbach, New Voices of Russian Jewry (Leiden, 1980) deals with Odessa, a
major publishing centre; Moshe Perlmann, ‘Razsvet 1860-61: the Origin of the Russian-
Jewish Press’, Jewish Social Studies, 24 (1962), 162-82.
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Jews, who possessed a comparatively high literacy rate, appear all the
more suspect. Many pious Jews saw the project as another conversionist
device. Conversion to Christianity was welcomed by the regime, to be
sure, but the main purpose was to Russify the Jews by teaching them the
Russian language and secular studies. Studying the Talmud, regarded as
the source of Jewish ‘superstition’ and separatism, was strongly discour-
aged. The reforming project was undertaken seriously under the direc-
tion of Uvarov, the minister of education, who stood for enlightenment
joined to autocracy. As he put it, ‘the education of our people [must] be
conducted, according to the Supreme intention of our August Monarch,
in the joint spirit of Orthodoxy, autocracy and nationality.’? Realizing
nevertheless that he needed Jewish collaborators, Uvarov turned to the
maskilim, whose educational ideas had much in common with those of
the government but without its conversionist bias. Educational reform
under government sponsorship transformed the maskilim, who alone
could do little to advance their programme, from a powerless group into
an important force. Uvarov’s central Jewish figure, however, was not
a Russian maskil but a modern orthodox German rabbi aged 26, Max
Lilienthal.?¢ He was heading a reformed Jewish school in Riga, a modern,
Germanic Jewish community in Latvia within Russia, when he was
brought to St Petersburg by Uvarov. Thus there was some recognition of
Jewish public opinion even under the autocracy. Lilienthal’s task was to
explain to the Jews the need and religious legitimacy of the govern-
ment’s programme to establish modern schools for their children. They
would be financed by a Jewish tax on Sabbath candles.

Lilienthal made two trips to meet Russian Jews and their leaders. On
the first he spoke to audiences in Vilna and Minsk. The Vilna leaders
were polite and cautious, but neither they nor later audiences were
much impressed by the young rabbi, whom they regarded as naive and
lacking the learning of a true rabbi. The reception in Minsk was dis-
orderly, led by the heder teachers whose livelihoods were at stake. In

% Quoted in Nicholas V. Riasanovsky, A Parting of the Ways: Government and the Edu-
cated Public in Russia (Oxford, 1976), 107-8.

26 Excellent accounts are Stanislawski, Tsar Nicholas I and the Jews, 59-96 and passim;
E. Etkes, ‘“Compulsory Enlightenment” as a Crossroads in the History of the Haskalah
Movement in Russia’ (Hebrew; English summary), Zion, 63 (1978), 264-313.
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both places crowds of plain people met him with cries, “‘We don’t want
schools!’, employing the Russian shkole to emphasize what they meant.
The newcomer produced a tract, Maggid Yeshuah (Proclaiming Salva-
tion), which a prominent maskil, Sh. J. Fin, translated into Hebrew.
There Lilienthal reiterated his arguments for secular education: the tsar
genuinely sought the Jews’ welfare, secular education was economically
advantageous, and no religious harm would come of it. Less amiably, he
cautioned that the government would proceed with its educational
plans and would brook no opposition nor insults to himself. Severe
punishment awaited hostile words or acts. His journeys were meant
only to explain, not to convince nor to gain approval. Lilienthal made a
second swing through eighteen larger communities in 1842, escorted by
police whose presence no doubt muffled open opposition. Uvarov
established an Imperial Commission for the Education of the Jews of
Russia for the ‘swift implementation of the goals of the government’.
Supposedly a commission of rabbis, its Jewish members included also a
maskilic educator, a traditionalist financier, Lilienthal, and two distin-
guished rabbis. They were the Hasidic rebbe of the Lubavich dynasty,
opposed to any change, and Rabbi Yizhak of the Volozhin yeshiva, a
recognized rabbinic leader of Lithuanian Jewry. His attitude to secular
studies was believed to be moderate, especially after Lilienthal report-
edly warned him privately that Nicholas I would act with great severity,
perhaps employing mass expulsions, if the Jews opposed his educa-
tional policy. Little of the proceedings of the commission in 1843 is
known and the ‘Imperial Commission’ never came into existence. It is
clear, however, that the rabbis were unable to prevent the reform which
was decreed in the law of 1844. Under its terms there was to be a network
of Jewish primary and secondary schools and a rabbinical seminary, all
supported by special taxes on the Jews. The heder and its teachers had to
be licensed and supervised by government inspectors. The educational
code’s opening struck at the heart of Jewish life and faith: ‘The goal of
the education of the Jews consists in their gradual rapprochement with
the Christian population and in the eradication of the superstitions and
harmful prejudices instilled by the study of the Talmud.” The curricu-
lum of the schools, including the rabbinical seminaries, contained liter-
ary, scientific, and technical studies which Christians could also teach.
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The directors of the system had to be Christians. Pupils and graduates
received prolonged draft exemptions.

Hardly had the law been placed on the books when Lilienthal
abruptly left Russia, returned to Germany, and soon left for America
with his bride. There he presently left Orthodoxy and became a promi-
nent Reform rabbi. Lilienthal left behind few admirers in Russia among
either traditionalists or maskilim, but the schools which he promoted
blossomed. By the close of Nicholas I's reign in 1855 their estimated
number ranged from 62 to 103; Stanislawski lists 71 known schools with
3,300 to 3,700 pupils, apparently all boys. This was the onset of Russian
culture among the mass of Jews of Russia.

Continuity of Traditional Life

The policy of outright coercion was by no means abandoned. Jewish
autonomy and the kahal which exemplified it were abolished in 1844.
After kahal collaboration with conscription and its oligarchs’ use of tax
powers to their private advantage, few mourned the kahal’s demise. Yet
Jewish autonomy continued to a significant extent but under the closer
control of local Russian officials. Jewish taxes continued to be a collec-
tive obligation, but after 1844 their collection was placed in the hands
of a sborshchik, usually a wealthy and aggressive Jew recognized by the
government, with his Jewish assistants. They were widely disliked for
using their practically unlimited power unjustly. The sborshchik’s au-
thority was implied by the widespread application to him of the tradi-
tional title Rosh ha-Kahal, head of the community. Even more detested
was the ‘starosta’ who controlled the selection of Jewish conscripts and,
as noted above, was less than scrupulous in his selections. The abuses of
this post-autonomy regime were pilloried in contemporary Hebrew and
Yiddish fiction, notably by Mendele Mokher Seforim.

Unlike community administration, rabbinic tribunals (batei din) had
a reputation for fairness and promptness. Besides Jews who resorted to
them, many Russians preferred batei din to their civil courts. Within the
Jewish communities, mainly in Lithuania and White Russia, elected
‘deputaty’ gave some appearance of popular control, but their actual
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authority was slight. Yet important new communities like Odessa and St
Petersburg conducted their affairs without an oligarchic cabal or ‘depu-
taty’. Only a few of the wide variations in communal governance have
been investigated. What finally curbed local Jewish potentates was the
reform of 1863 which ended collective responsibility for Jewish tax pay-
ments, and the conscription act of 1874 which made young men indi-
vidually responsible.?”

The age of Nicholas I was still a period, indeed the last, when tradi-
tional religious life went on without serious challenge from dissenting
voices within the Jewish community. Except for the fear they aroused the
Russian regime’s decrees and its heavy-handed support of Russifying and
modernizing trends had little effect on traditional religious life. Rabbinic
culture maintained a high level of development. Many of the rabbis who
served local communities achieved renown by producing notable works
of learning, while other rabbinic scholars were private persons not hold-
ing official positions. Compared with the richness and inbred assurance
of traditional rabbinic literature, the maskilic voice of dissent was still
tentative and ambivalent. The various genres of rabbinic literature, such
as responsa, commentaries, and novellae, flourished. There were rabbis
like Joseph Saul Nathanson of Lemberg and Isaac Elhanan Spektor of
Kovno who produced responsa which attained classic status as solutions
to knotty halakhic problems. Of special interest was the Lithuanian
school of editors and commentators on the long neglected Palestinian
Talmud (Talmud Yerushalmi), inspired by the precedent of the Gaon of
Vilna.?® Bible commentary, like the Bible itself not much emphasized in
eastern Europe, was nevertheless represented by the rationalist, gram-
matical, and voluminous Ha-Torah veha-Mizvah, composed by Meir
Leibush Malbim. One of his express purposes was to refute Reform
Judaism’s teachings on the Bible. Naftali Zvi Yehudah Berlin as head of
the Volozhin yeshiva (see below) delivered discourses on each week’s
Pentateuch reading, out of which his valuable commentary, Ha’amek
Davan, emerged in addition to more customary rabbinic works.

27 A survey is Azriel Shochat, ‘Leadership of the Jewish Communities in Russia after
the Abolition of the “Kahal”’ (Hebrew) Zion, 42 (1977), 143-233.

28 Louis Ginzberg, A Commentary on the Palestinian Talmud (Hebrew), (3 vols., New
York, 1941), i., pp. Iv-Ixiv, 124-32 (Hebrew and English introductions).
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In the eyes of the regime these traditional rabbis were merely the
assistant rabbis of their communities, since the government wanted rab-
bis with Russian education to function as registrars of vital records and
even to report on unrest within their communities. No rabbi qualified
and none desired such a position. When governmentally sponsored rab-
binical schools opened in 1844 in Vilna and Zhitomir, their directors
and teachers of general studies were Christians, while maskilim were the
little respected instructors in sacred literature. The government insisted
on recognizing only these seminaries’ graduates as ‘Crown rabbis’. The
Jewish communities, however, avoided them as lacking piety and learn-
ing and would not consider them true rabbis. Some later ‘Crown rabbis’,
however, were devoted spokesmen for Jewish interests, but the schools
failed of their purpose. The students were drawn from the poorest
classes and were more interested in studying Russian and qualifying for
university admission than rabbinical education. In Warsaw there was
also a privately maintained rabbinical seminary. Its graduates were like-
wise unacceptable as rabbis to Jewish communities, but in any case
most of them used their education to obtain white-collar positions in
Warsaw’s fast-growing commercial sector. The Russian authorities
found they were really training Russian Jewish intellectuals and from
the late 1860s, nests of revolutionary activists. In 1873 the government
abruptly closed down the rabbinical seminaries.?

An important and altogether different educational framework was
the yeshiva, supported by small donations throughout the Pale of
Settlement.* The first yeshiva at Volozhin near Kovno opened in 1803.
The term ‘yeshiva’ is ancient, but Volozhin was a new model since it was
not a transient group of one local rabbi’s students, as European yeshivot
had long been, but a self-perpetuating school. Volozhin’s enrolment of
about 300 older adolescents and young men occupied themselves solely
with intensive study of the Talmud. Individual study and even the
student’s own selection of the tractate he would study were the essence

2 Azriel Shochat, The ‘Crown Rabbinate’ in Russia: A Chapter in the Cultural Struggle be-
tween Orthodox Jews and ‘Maskilim’ (English title; Hebrew with English summary) (Haifa,
1978).

30 An important study is Saul Stampfer, Ha-Yeshiva ha-Litait be-Hithavutah (Hebrew;
The Development of the Lithuanian Yeshiva) (Jerusalem, 1995).
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of the yeshiva'’s system. Great rabbis taught at the Volozhin yeshiva, in-
cluding the founder Hayyim of Volozhin, Naftali Zvi Judah Berlin, its
head for forty years, and Joseph Baer Soloveichik and his son Hayyim.
The élan of the yeshiva was seen in its student body’s pride in the world
eminence of many of the rabbis who taught them, and the awareness
that studying at Volozhin was a recognized distinction. The students
were able to keep out or even hounded out of the yeshiva rabbis who
they felt did not measure up to these standards. Yet the rabbis’ lectures
did not require attendance! Volozhin and later yeshivot neither trained
professional rabbis nor conferred ordination but existed only for
Talmud study which, to be sure, was the basic requirement for a rabbi.
Sabbaths and holidays and daily prayers were of course observed at
Volozhin, but even they were less emphasized than Talmud study. To
acquire rabbinic ordination a student presented himself to one of
Volozhin’s rabbis, or a rabbi elsewhere, who tested and certified him pri-
vately. It was highly informal.

Changes came about in the yeshiva world, particularly under the in-
fluence of Rabbi Israel Salanter’s mussar ethical movement.’! A distin-
guished, individualistic Lithuanian scholar, Salanter sought to make the
systematic study of ethical literature and ethical reflection subjects for
adult Jewish laymen. To many mussar advocates, including Salanter him-
self, this study was the antidote to Haskalah and a corrective for moral
shortcomings in communities. However, very few laymen took an inter-
est in mussar study. It made headway only in some yeshivot later in the
century, and even there often encountered strong resistance. The self-ab-
sorbed, unworldly ‘mussarnik’ was widely regarded with disapproval in
pious circles. Salanter’s own writings included astonishing, almost
Freudian insights into the unconscious forces which controlled human
behaviour. He lived for many years in Germany and France and was re-
ceived respectfully wherever he went, but the mussar movement which
he founded remained confined to eastern Europe, largely in yeshivot.

31 The best work is Immanuel Etkes, Rabbi Israel Salanter and the Mussar Movement:
Seeking the Torah of Truth (Philadelphia and Jerusalem, 1993); also Hillel Goldberg, Israel
Salanter (New York, 1982). Still useful is the essay of 1906 by the great Talmud scholar
Louis Ginzberg, who grew up in the mussar atmosphere: ‘Rabbi Israel Salanter’, Students,
Scholars, and Saints (Philadelphia, 1928), 145-94.
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Haskalah before the 1860s reached only inquiring students and an
educated middle class, while Hasidism, which the maskilim detested,
attracted the masses of all social levels. Hasidic Judaism continued to
make substantial gains, especially in central and southern Poland and
the Ukraine. Yeshivot and mussar were for the élite, but the masses, es-
pecially Galician, Podolian, and Ukrainian Jewry, sought guidance and
inspiration from Hasidic zaddikim. The majority of Jews in those areas
turned to Hasidic life. For Hasidism this was mainly a period of institu-
tionalization. New houses of zaddikim were springing up while others
withered or died out. After the first two generations of Hasidism, the
principle of dynastic succession was accepted over that of selecting a
suitable successor to the zaddik by elders among his followers. Yet the
practice in central Poland of continuing to choose the successor to a zad-
dik by consensus of elders rather than by inheritance probably gave
Hasidism in that region a more dynamic character. Dynastic succession
did not necessarily avoid quarrels, since several sons frequently fought
among themselves. It was quite usual for each of several sons to set up as
a zaddik 3

As the Hasidic movement spread rapidly into Poland and the Ukraine,
to a limited degree it developed regional characteristics.* Working
among the relatively unlettered Jews of the Ukraine, zaddikim and their
followers used aggressive methods, such as getting control of kosher
meat income and installing religious functionaries loyal to them, in
order to take over communities and advance their interests. These
rebbes were men of comparatively little learning but were often supple
and dynamic, aiding Jews and acquiring their allegiance. Some ‘special-
ized’ in working wonders, such as healing the sick and aiding infertile
couples. The zaddikim settled in small towns, to which their followers in
pre-railroad times might have to travel for days in order to spend holi-
days in their ‘court’. Some rebbes, like that of Sadigora in Bukovina,
lived regally to the dismay of zaddikim of the older generation, justifying
their lifestyle as a foretaste of the messianic times to come. Some other

32 Ada Rapoport-Albert, ‘The Hasidic Movement after 1772: Structural Change and
Continuity’ (Hebrew; English summary) Zion, 55/2 (1990), 183-245.

33 A. Z. Eshkoli, ‘Ha-Hasidut be-Polin’, Beit Yisrael be-Polin, ed. 1. Halpern, ii (Jerusa-
lem, 1954), 86-141.
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zaddikim, however, led a threadbare existence.** Hasidism after approxi-
mately 1830 continued to boast arresting personalities, but its religious
originality declined just when vast numbers of Jews, particularly from
rural and village surroundings, became attracted to the movement. In
Poland such men as R. Simha Bunim of Przysucha and R. Jacob Isaac the
‘Seer’ of Lublin and their intellectual heirs, who included the tragic
recluse R. Mendel of Kotzk and R. Isaac Meir of Warsaw-Ger, led in new
directions, characteristically expressed in striking aphorisms supported
by rabbinic learning. R. Hayyim Halberstam of Sandz-Klausenberg in
Galicia was a Talmudic scholar ranking with the foremost. Rabbis of
communities in Hasidic territory, such as Solomon Kluger of Brody,
usually got on with Hasidic rebbes who frequently consulted them on
halakhic questions. In time many Hasidic courts established a yeshiva
on their premises, in which traditional study was combined with close-
ness to the zaddik. Hasidism became ultra-conservative in all things. As
such it was unready to cope with the social and intellectual currents
which gained momentum under the new tsar of the ‘great reforms’.

Reform and Reaction under Alexander Il

Itis reported that when Nicholas I died ‘there was light and joy amongst
the Jews; they gathered secretly and drank toasts to life, to joy, be happy,
be happy!’*® Gone was the conception of Russia confronting revolution-
ary Europe and the stifling post-1848 censorship and political atmo-
sphere.? Now opened the age of the Great Reforms. They were enacted
during the first decade of the reign of Tsar Alexander II, who succeeded
to the throne in 1855, in an atmosphere very different from his prede-
cessor’s. The new tsar’s reforms gave Russia a judicial system, some local

34 A very full picture of one of the most influential rebbes is David Assaf, The Regal
Way: The Life and Times of R. Israel of Ruzhin (English title; in Hebrew) (Jerusalem, 1997).
The techniques of Hasidic expansion and dynastic ‘imperialism’ are set forth in the au-
thor’s ““The Causeless Hatred is Ongoing”: The Struggle against Bratslav Hasidism in
the 1860s’, Zion, 54/4 (1994), 465-506.

35 A. Liessin, cited in Tcherikower, ‘The Jewish Masses’, 116.

3¢ Riasanovsky, A Parting of the Ways, 124, quoting the poet Tyutchev; Hugh Seton-
Watson, The Russian Empire, 1801-1917 (Oxford, 1967), 274-9.
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self-government, and above all emancipated the mass of serfs in 1861.
Each of these momentous changes was accomplished peacefully under
autocracy, just when the similar issue of slavery brought upon the Ameri-
can democracy ‘the mighty scourge of war’, in Lincoln’s phrase. The
Russian Jews were not serfs and they could take part in local government
(zemstvo) as employees and council members. Only a comparatively
small number of Russian Jews benefited directly from the reforms. What
was given them is puny when compared with the giant steps taken in
Russian society at large.

Undoubtedly the change most welcomed by the Jews was the cessa-
tion in 1856 of the notorious Jewish conscription. Jewish youths were
taken thenceforth in the same way as Russians, and from 1874 collective
Jewish responsibility for supplying recruits ended. The government’s
conversionist policies were also toned down so that, for example, chil-
dren under 14 could no longer convert without their parents’ consent,
and outright rewards for baptism ceased. Other changes mainly bene-
fited the thin stratum of so-called ‘useful’ Russified middle-class Jews.
Between 1859 and 1867 a series of decrees allowed substantial mer-
chants (‘of the first guild’), former soldiers, and holders of professional
degrees the privilege of residing outside the Pale of Settlement. How-
ever, there were arbitrary legal interpretations, and if a privileged Jew
changed his occupation he could be sent back to the Pale. The same
could be done to the family of an ex-soldier when he died. The privileges
thus carried little security except what a bribe could obtain.

Yet Alexander II's reign was a time of hope after the dark years of
Nicholas I with their stream of persecuting edicts. Although the actual
liberalization was small enough, the Jewish community became so con-
fident of its future that there was serious talk of equality. Some liberal
public figures favoured it, but the general view expressed even in the
left-wing Russian press was not favourable. Although the Jews still bore
their ‘undesirable’ hereditary and religious characteristics,* the class
of Jews classified as ‘useful’ grew rapidly. The number of Jewish pupils

37 This impression emerges from two Hebrew studies by S. Ettinger: ‘The Ideological
Background of Russian Antisemitic Literature’ and ‘The Image of the Jews in Russian
Public Opinion until the 1880s’, Ha-Antishemiyut ba-Et ha-Hadashah (Hebrew; Modern
Anti-Semitism) (Tel Aviv, 1978), 99-144, 145-68.
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receiving Russian education reached 8,000 in 1880, while Jewish uni-
versity students, whose access was still unlimited, numbered about 600
by that time. Universities were staffed by liberal professors, among them
some scientists of great distinction, who believed deeply that the
advance of science was bound to liberalize the regime. For its part, the
regime was anxious to keep out dangerous ideas and prescribed a heav-
ily classical education. The universities, originally intended for the sons
of privilege, produced a constantly growing number of rebels and radi-
cals, some of whom were Jews.3

The Jewish proportion in secondary school enrolment, merely about
1 per cent in 1853, jumped to more than 13 per cent twenty years later,
much higher than the Jewish proportion in the population. While the
absolute figures were far less than those of Jews receiving traditional
education or (more often than now realized) receiving no education at
all, they were portents of coming times and recognized as such by con-
temporaries.

The economic development of Russia of course affected the Jews, but
not always favourably. Rural overpopulation, especially after the eman-
cipation of 1861, brought to the cities a constant flow of people who
became servants and menial labourers.** Jews were among the first in-
dustrial entrepreneurs in textiles during the early nineteenth century,
and later were prominent sugar, tea, and tobacco entrepreneurs. Even
petroleum, which developed later, had Jewish entrepreneurs. Russia’s
railroads, requiring vast investment before any return could be realized,
needed large imports of capital from western Europe. They were built
mainly by Jewish contractors who borrowed from the western Jewish
bankers. Samuel Poliakov typified Russia’s Jewish railroad entrepren-
eurs, while three generations of Ginzburgs were major bankers as well as
philanthropists who stood at the head of Russian Jewry. Yet the great
majority of Russian Jews, like the Russian people, remained poor. Of the
new industries only textiles employed Jewish workers in any numbers.

3 Daniel R. Brower, Training the Nihilists: Education and Radicalism in Tsarist Russia
(Tthaca, NY, 1975), 62-4, 113-14, 229 and passim; James C. McClelland, Autocrats and
Academics: Education, Culture and Society in Tsarist Russia (Chicago/London, 1979).

3 R. H. Rowland in Michael F. Hamm (ed.), The City in Russian History (Lexington,
Ky., 1976), 119-21.
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A very partial survey of 1851 showed that 91 per cent of the Jews were
urban, a category which included small villages, and only 3.2 per cent
worked the land. The respective proportions for the general population
were the reverse: 6.8 per cent urban and 89.3 per cent on the land. Zhito-
mir, a larger town where the Jews constituted about one-quarter of the
population, showed 39 per cent of the Jews as innkeepers and keepers of
taverns, 25 per cent tradesmen and shopkeepers, 21 per cent craftsmen,
7 per cent servants, and 8 per cent simply destitute. Berdichev, another
southerly city, was the centre of Jewish banking for a large surrounding
area. Its ‘Golden Street’ was so called because it was lined with Jewish
banks. Jewish dealers and merchants bought and sold agricultural pro-
duce, while craftsmen were mainly makers of garments and footwear. As
very small producers they had poor training if any, and worked by un-
changing, backward methods. Jewish masters seldom employed more
than two workers. Jewish innkeepers and taverners, as we have seen, were
being squeezed out by government policy.* The outlook was discourag-
ing for the masses of petty Jewish tradesmen and craftsmen.

As a significant parallel to the Russian intellectual scene, the Haskalah
in the 1860s became more radical. Institutions were unsparingly criti-
cized as their usefulness and pragmatic value in improving the lot of the
impoverished became the sole criteria of worth. Values of beauty and
artistic merit were shunted aside by Russian intellectuals who turned
their attention to the plight of the masses. A powerful current wished to
feel at one with the common people, in their slogan ‘going to the
people’ and sharing their lives and hardships. The Russified Jewish intel-
ligentsia did not look to their own people but joined the movement out
to the peasant villages. However, like their Russian comrades they were
rejected by the peasants, frequently with curses on them as Jews. This
new Jewish intelligentsia, educated in a Russian Jewish school and a
Russian secondary school, numbered thousands by 1870. Their lan-
guage was Russian and their Jewish education was minimal. They had

40 A good summary is Benjamin Pinkus, Yehudei Russiyah u-Berit ha-Mo‘etsot: Toldot
Mi‘ut Leumi (Eng. title: Russian and Soviet Jews: Annals of a National Minority (Kiryat Sdeh
Boker, 1986), 72-9; Baron, The Russian Jew, 97-118; Arcadius Kahan, ‘Notes on Jewish
Entrepreneurship in Tsarist Russia’, Essays in Jewish Economic and Social History (Chi-
cago, 1986), 82-100.
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gone far beyond the original Haskalah programme of learning Russian
and acquiring secular knowledge while remaining Hebraic modern
Jews. That programme no longer meant anything to them.

The new generation of intellectuals originating in the Haskalah
divided into two extremes. There were Russifiers who besides despising
Yiddish—a view common to maskilim of all kinds—also saw no reason
to foster a Hebrew culture. To Russifiers, Haskalah Hebraism was merely
a preparation for entry in Russian culture and, so they hoped, Russian
society. A different Haskalah extreme was professed by Hebraist radicals
who were sharply critical of traditional Jewish life, especially that of the
small towns. Their religious critique verged on secularism. This group
included men of a somewhat earlier period, like the poets ‘Adam ha-
Kohen’ Levinson and his son Micah Joseph who died aged 24, and the
writer A. B. Gottlober. The central figures were Judah Leib (Leon) Gor-
don, the foremost Haskalah poet, whose Hebrew poetry expressed sting-
ing, ironic hostility to traditional Jewish life, and Peretz Smolenskin,
who moved to Vienna where he published his much-read radical jour-
nal Ha-Shahar (The Dawn) and viewed Russian Jewish life negatively.
Moshe Leib Lilienblum, who remained in Russia, bitterly critcized the
education which had led him as a Talmud prodigy to a dead end, unable
to find a place in general society. He demanded extensive religious and
educational reforms. Gordon, Lilienblum, and especially Smolenskin,
observing during the late 1870s the erosion of old and new Jewish cul-
ture and values by Russification, questioned the viability of Hebrew
letters and the entire Haskalah programme. Gordon put his views in
verse, while Lilienblum and Smolenskin wrote influential articles. Once
enthusiastic for the enlightened Russian Jewish life which seemed to be
forming during the 1860s, they now reversed themselves. Smolenskin
condemned Haskalah and even its revered hero Moses Mendelssohn.
For men like him the path to Jewish nationalism lay open.*

There were not only literary and ideological reasons for the changes in
Haskalah mood. By the later 1860s the years of reform were over. The

41 Michael Stanislawski, For Whom Do I Toil? Judah Leib Gordon and the Crisis of Rus-
sian Jewry (New York, 1988), is an excellent discussion; chapters in Ha-Dat veha-Hayyim
(Hebrew; The East European Jewish Enlightenment), ed. I. Etkes (Jerusalem, 1993), are
useful.



190 | History of the Jews in Modern Times

Polish rebellion of 1863, in which but few Jews took part, stimulated
autocratic and Russifying reaction. Polish Jewish schools in Warsaw and
elsewhere were compelled to switch to Russian. Articulate trends in
Russian public opinion showed that they feared rather than welcomed a
large number of Jews immersed in Russian culture, since they con-
sidered the Jews aliens who could never really be Russians. The regime
was dissatisfied that its favours to the Jews had not led to their complete
Russification, while the Jews realized that their earlier optimistic expec-
tations of steady progress towards equality were an illusion. Russian
reaction and Jewish social and ideological ferment after 1881 were the
consequences of the impossibility of reconciling reform with autocracy,
and of fostering hope and then thwarting it.



7
Outposts

Up to this point in chronology—about the 1870s—our study has been
dominated by European Jewry. This should not be surprising. Well be-
fore the 1870s Europe, mainly western Europe, exercised world-wide
economic and political domination. Also during this period the number
of European Ashkenazim, who constituted about half the Jewish people
about 1650, multiplied especially in eastern Europe. They became nu-
merically predominant by far and continued to increase until the Holo-
caust. While most of the New World’s original Jewish settlers were of
Sefardic origin, Ashkenazim also took part in founding these distant
Jewish settlements which spread European influence. Their majority in
the New World increased steadily, especially in North America. By the
middle of the nineteenth century Jewish outposts existed in what had
been wild or unsettled territories not long before not only in the Ameri-
cas but also in southern Africa and Australia. By the beginning of the
twentieth century the outposts’ geographic isolation was ending as
telegraphy and steamships drew the New World into world commerce
and international affairs. The old Jewish world began to hear more from
the new as it moved from the margin into the centre of world as well as
Jewish affairs, with the United States of America obviously taking the
leading role. Oriental lands on the eastern Mediterranean coast bene-
fited similarly from modern transport and communication. Landlocked
territories, however, deep in the Balkans or east of the Mediterranean
basin, took still longer to shed their isolation.

At the same time as these new outposts were being established the
parity of oriental and Ashkenazic Jews at the onset of modern times
slipped away. Sefardic and oriental Jewry’s distinguished, colourful cul-
ture added little new lustre. Their numbers remained almost stationary
and their economic functions diminished within the almost static
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economies of the countries where they lived. For example, they were no
longer the commercial go-betweens and interpreters between Ottoman
lands and Europe as they had been until approximately 1700. That role
was taken over mainly by Greeks and Armenians. However, when the
European powers’ political and economic influence in oriental coun-
tries steadily increased from the early nineteenth century, oriental Jews
began to come under the protection and patronage of emancipated
western Jewry, but the absence of an Enlightenment and substantial
development in the arts and sciences in their countries denied them the
sort of cultural opportunities which western Jewry profitably exploited.

The Jews of the Ottoman empire, including Greece before it became
independent in 1830, numbered 150,000 in the middle of the nine-
teenth century. An eloquent, detailed report on their contemporary
condition came from the Viennese physician, poet, and community
leader Ludwig August Frankl after his lengthy tour in Greece, Turkey,
and Palestine in 1852. He found the Jews impoverished, culturally far
beneath what they had once been. Like other religious and ethnic
minorities they lived within the millet system, exercising autonomy under
the governance of their religious leaders. Frequently, however, some
rich, well-connected notable functioned as a local despot. In the blood-
stained Ottoman palace putsch of 1826 when the domineering military
corps of janissaries was abolished, the dominant Jewish family which
was closely connected with them was put to death and its wealth con-
fiscated. Security of life was subject to the whims of a sultan or pasha.
Elsewhere in the sultan’s capital city its 38,400 Jews lived in abject
poverty in four neighbourhoods, besides probably several hundred for-
eign Jewish subjects and about 250 Karaites. Constantinople Jewry had
numerous synagogues, some of them centuries old and reflecting the
grandeur of better times. The livelihoods of most Constantinople Jews
in the nineteenth century came mostly from an assortment of crafts,
somewhat oddly distributed, including 1,000 bookbinders, 500 each of
musicians, physicians, and tailors, 200 distillers, 180 dyers, and ten rope
dancers. There were two Jewish courts and chief rabbis to preside over
each. Besides keeping vital and tax records the chief rabbis possessed the
power to impose punishments. As to the community itself, revenue
came from the kosher meat tax, in addition to a tax of 0.5 per cent
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on dowries, real estate purchases and the estates of childless persons.
Deficits were covered by a special levy (arikha) as needed.!

Constantinople Jewry also took responsibility for the Jews of Jeru-
salem. After assuming the holy city’s debts early in the eighteenth cen-
tury it established the Committee of Officials for Eretz Israel in 1727 (or
1737), which received funds from the Diaspora and remitted them to
Jerusalem. The Constantinople committee also intervened with the
Sublime Porte on occasion. Obviously they had a decisive voice in many
of Jerusalem Jewry’s affairs until well into the nineteenth century when
emancipated western Jewry assumed the lead.?

There were smaller Ottoman Jewish communities of 3,500 families, or
about 20,000 persons, in Edirne (now Adrianople), Smyrna (Izmir) and
Bursa, the first of them in Europe and the others in Asia Minor. Brussa
(Bursa), with 1,542 souls in 376 families, dwelt in 204 houses. It boasted
many craftsmen, especially silk spinners and weavers. The community
had a chief rabbi, twelve Jews entitled ‘sages’ (hakhamim), and four com-
munity presidents. All this was destroyed by an earthquake in 1855, and
Bursa did not return to its relative prosperity.* A community with a no-
table history under the Ottomans was Salonika with its 16,000 Jews. It
constituted a large proportion of the city’s total population but as else-
where they were miserably poor and uneducated. They were reported to
marry young and to suffer legal insecurity, not being allowed to be-
queath possessions to their children.* The only truly Greek Jewish com-
munity was Chalcis on the island of Euboea, where there were 300 very
poor descendants of Spanish exiles. The islands were in general the main
habitation of Greek Jewry. Corfu had 4,000 Jews and Zante 2,000. Sug-
gestive of Corfu’s political orientation, its Jewish school taught boys
Hebrew, Greek, and Italian.’ On the other hand, the fidelity of the Greek
Jews to Turkey during the Greek war of independence cost them dear.
Many were killed in 1821 by Greek rebels.®

! Ludwig August Frankl, The Jews in the East (London, 1859; repr. 2 vols., London,
1975), 140 ff., 152 ff.

2 Jacob Barnay, The Jews in Palestine in the Eighteenth Century (Tuscaloosa, Ala, 1976),
81-105.

3 Frankl, The Jews in the East, i. 185 ff.

4 Ibid. 188-9. 5 Ibid. 5, 99-101. ¢ Ibid. 78.
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A new age in the Ottoman empire began with the Tanzimat, the re-
form movement in government and society, which addressed itself also
to the Jews’ status. They were given equality in decrees of 1839 and
1856. The empire began to become a modern state when equality was
enacted for all, as confirmed by the decree of 1869 which declared the
equality of all persons regardless of religion. However, Turkey did not go
down the road towards democracy until the Ottoman sultanate was
finally deposed in 1909 and the empire began to break up. As a result of
these profound changes all that remained after 1856 of Ottoman Jewish
autonomy, the millet, was the continuance of Jewish courts for such
family matters as inheritance and divorce. In terms resembling tra-
ditional Jewish leaders in other countries, one of the chief rabbis
expressed to the Viennese visitor Dr Frankl his doubts over the recent
emancipation. He was apprehensive of religious decay and neglect of
religious observance. In Turkey, however, this happened far slower than
in the west. The other progressive development was a modern school
system conducted in French, established and maintained by the Alli-
ance Israélite Universelle in Paris. Modern education had been urged
ever since Crémieux’s visit of 1840 in connection with the Damascus
affair. Until the advent of Alliance schools children were educated under
generally bad physical conditions by old-fashioned teachers, and the
little they learned was Jewish studies exclusively. Very few advanced
beyond mechanical reading and daily prayers. Turkish Jewry had to
draw its rabbis from Palestine, and its modern intelligentsia was puny.
In later years there were already Jewish medical students in Constanti-
nople with special religious arrangements, and an excellent modern
school under a French director.” French, not Turkish, became the
tongue of educated Jews in place of Jewish languages until the 1920s
approximately.

There were Jewish communities still further away from the Mediter-
ranean hub. The most distant larger Jewish community was that of Iran,
where an estimated 30,000 Jews lived at the opening of the nineteenth
century and 50,000 at its end. Classified as ritually unclean and treated
with constant contempt under Shia® rule, nineteenth-century Iranian
Jewry, in the words of its recent historian, was ‘an uninterrupted

7 Ibid. 170-1.
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sequence of persecution and oppression’.® The repeated interventions of
emancipated Jewry and of benevolent diplomats had very little effect,
but the founding of modern schools by the Alliance Israélite Universelle
began to improve the cultural position of this ill-treated community.
On the other hand, old Jewish communities on both shores of the Per-
sian Gulf, many of them involved in maritime commerce, lived under
more favourable conditions.” The same may be said of the approxi-
mately 30,000 Jews of Kurdistan, of whom there is but fragmentary
knowledge.!® Yemenite Jewry lived no less isolated in the south-west
corner of the Arabian peninsula, possessing a unique Jewish culture and
literature. They were mainly pedlars and small craftsmen. Only late in
the nineteenth century did scholarly Jewish travellers bring their dis-
tinctive life to wider notice.

One oriental land, Palestine or for Jews Eretz Israel, retained everlast-
ing meaning, even during its centuries of poverty and oppression which
lasted until the late nineteenth century. The eighteenth century was
the nadir of Palestine’s fortunes, despite the heroic obstinacy of its
few thousand Jewish inhabitants. In 1792 the French consul in Acre
lamented, ‘This good, lovely land is now in a most deplorable con-
dition’, and an Arab source of that time reported ‘a state of utter deso-
lation’. The depredations of a piratical ruler in Galilee drove the
inhabitants out, many of them southwards to Jerusalem.!! After con-
tinued population decline in the first half of the eighteenth century the
number of Jews about 1772 stood no higher than 3,000 or 4,000. From
that point it gradually ascended, thanks in some measure to the move-
ment of Jews, like other subjects, within the far-flung Ottoman empire.
Thus, thousands of Jews preferred living under Ottoman rule rather
than in its territories newly annexed by Russia or in the new, intolerant
Balkan states recently carved out of Ottoman lands, and migrated to

8 Walter J. Fischel, ‘The Jews of Persia, 1795-1940’, Jewish Social Studies, 12/1 (April,
1950), 119-60; the quotation is on p. 121.

¢ Idem, ‘The Region of the Persian Gulf and its Jewish Settlements in Islamic Times’,
Alexander Marx Jubilee Volume (New York, 1950), 203-30.

10 Tdem, ‘The Jews of Kurdistan a Hundred Years Ago’, Jewish Social Studies, 6/3 (July,
1944), 195-226.

11 Quoted in Amnon Cohen, Palestine in the Eighteenth Century: Patterns of Government
and Administration (Jerusalem, 1973), 325, 326.
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them.!? Jewish settlement in the Holy Land concentrated in the four
towns esteemed sacred: Hebron, Tiberias, Safed, and especially Jeru-
salem, the holy city par excellence. Its Jewish population reached per-
haps 6,000 in 1800, declined to perhaps 3,000 about 1840, and ascended
to 14,000 in 1877. By that time Jews constituted the majority of its
population. Jewish settlement overflowed the walled city as new neigh-
bourhoods were founded. The pace of population growth increased
with the onset of Zionist colonization in the 1880s. Although Zionist
settlers showed little interest in ultra-traditional Jerusalem, its popula-
tion rose to 18,000 in 1895. By that date Ashkenazi preponderance had
replaced that of the Sefardim.'* The country’s general population,
mostly Muslim Arabs, was about 100,000 throughout this period.

Birth and death data for Palestine are lacking, but infant mortality was
known to be very high, so that natural increase was low. Public health
conditions were very poor, and recurring epidemics wrought havoc on
all sectors of the population. Jerusalem Jews living in filthy conditions
were decimated by cholera in 1833 and 1837, and in the latter year
thousands died in an earthquake which devastated Safed, Tiberias, and
other places in Galilee. In the recent balanced judgment of a dem-
ographer:

Devotion to ideals and self-sacrifice on the one hand, and on the other hand
the wastage of human lives and health, abject poverty, idleness, alms-seeking,
unreadiness for self-help, fanaticism, and apparently the absence of high
standards of religious scholarship—all this formed part of the life of the Jews
in Jerusalem in the middle of the nineteenth century.!*

12 An important but perhaps overdrawn Hebrew article is Kemal H. Karpat, ‘Jewish
Migration within the Ottoman Empire in the late Nineteenth Century’, Cathedra, 51
(April 1989), 78-92; I have not seen the English version, if published.

13- Amnon Cohen, Palestine in the Eighteenth Century, 173, table 1A; Svi Karagila, The
Jewish Community in Palestine (‘Yishuv’) during the Egyptian Rule (1831-1840) (Hebrew;
Tel Aviv, 1990), 17; Tudor Parfitt, The Jews in Palestine 1800-1882 (London, 1987), 126
(with abundant population data); O. Schmelz, ‘Development of the Jewish Population
of Jerusalem during the Last Hundred Years’, Jewish Journal of Sociology, 2/1 (June, 1960),
56-73; Ha-Historiyah shel Eretz-Yisrael (Eng. title: The History of Eretz Israel) viii. Shilhey
ha-Tekufah ha-Otomanit (1799-1917), ed. Y. Ben-Arieh and Y. Bartal (Jerusalem, 1983),
204-9 (by Y. Bartal).

4 Schmelz, ‘Development’, 59.
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The insecurity of the Jews’' life was increased by assaults during
periods of unrest, such as Bonaparte’s invasion in 1799, Mehemet Ali’s
from Egypt in 1834, and even the distant Crimean War in 1853. Even
when there was no emergency the Jews suffered chronic maltreatment
and verbal abuse. As the first British consul in Jerusalem reported to his
superiors during the comparative security of Egyptian rule:

What the Jew has to endure, at all hands, is not to be told. Like the miserable
dog without an owner he is kicked by one because he crosses his path, and
cuffed by another because he cried out—to seek redress he is afraid, lest it bring
worse upon him; he thinks it better to endure than to live in the expectation
of his complaint being revenged upon him. Brought up from infancy to look
upon his civil disabilities everywhere as a sign of degradation, his heart be-
comes the cradle of fear and suspicion—he finds he is trusted by none—and
therefore he lives himself without confidence in any.'

Turkish soldiers and officials could beat or even kill Jews or seize their
possessions for not speaking with due subservience. Such an offence
could even be classified as blasphemy, a capital crime. Jews constantly
suffered the openly expressed contempt of Muslims as well as Christ-
ians. Visitors and foreign residents regularly mentioned the filthy state
of Jerusalem’s Jewish quarter: ‘Most of the streets are desolate, badly
paved, narrow, and disgustingly filthy,” reported one missionary, while
a travel writer warned his readers that ‘If the traveller have the courage
to inhale the infected air of its close alleys, reeking with putrid filth, he
will soon hasten out of them.’!¢

Palestine’s upward curve began during the middle of the nineteenth
century. Its Egyptian conqueror Mehemet Ali, after freeing his own
country from Turkish rule, invaded Palestine as well as Syria in 1834 and
ruled until western pressure compelled him to withdraw in 1841. The
land began to stir from its stagnation and western, primarily British and
French and Dutch Jewries, began to devise improved living conditions
and education for the country.

15 W. T. Young to Lord Palmerston, 25 May 1839, quoted in Parfitt, The Jews in Pales-
tine, 23-4.

16 F. C. Ewald, Journey of Missionary Labours in the City of Jerusalem during the Years

1842-3-4 (2nd edn., London, 1846), 42-3; W. H. Bartlett, Walks about the City and
Environs of Jerusalem (2nd edn., London, n.d. [late 1840s]), 80.
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Outside Jerusalem fewer than a thousand Jews dwelled in the holy,
barely accessible town of Hebron, while Tiberias, another town regarded
as holy, had about 1,500 when its population began to increase after
1877. Although it suffered disastrously from the earthquake of 1837
and from physical attacks and epidemics, Safed, the holy town in the
Galilean hills, had a larger population. It was the home of perhaps
4,000 Jews before its population too began increasing in 1877. Palestine
as Eretz Israel was proverbially the land where pious Jews went to live
out their years in sacred study and prayer, to die and be buried. Yet its
population, even for Jerusalem, the holy city par excellence, does not
show an unduly elderly age distribution. Mid-nineteenth century sam-
ples reveal that 32 per cent of heads of house in the four holy cities were
aged 45 or over, but 38 per cent were boys and girls, aged probably 13 or
under.'” Population increase included noticeable immigration from
north Africa and Ottoman lands, a growing proportion of whom settled
in seacoast towns. From the late eighteenth century there was an east
European immigration consisting of Hasidim and Lithuanian disciples
of the GR’A of Vilna. They laid the foundations of a new Ashkenazic
community.!8

Sanitation and public health were a chronic problem in the country.
Visitors from the west, including Benjamin Disraeli and Mark Twain, re-
ported a settlement sunk in poverty and lacking elementary sanitation.
The worst conditions, it appears, prevailed in Jerusalem, where water
was in short supply, streets were mired in filth, and competent medical
attention was lacking. The city’s only hospital before western Jews took
up the matter was a British hospital conducted by missionaries where
the patients were plied with the Christian message. The Jerusalem rab-
binate for its part would not allow a Jew who died there to be buried in
the Jewish cemetery. Still, Jerusalem remained by far the largest Jewish
community in the Holy Land. Its Jewish population gyrated widely and
was subject to greatly conflicting estimates. Reasonable estimates
suggest merely 2,000 about 1800, climbing to about 7,000 in 1853-4
after a smallpox epidemic reduced it from some 10,000. At the close of

17 Parfitt, The Jews in Palestine, 124.
18 Parfitt, The Jews in Palestine, provides extensive if not fully critical population data,
passim; Barnay, The Jews in Palestine, 27-49.
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the period covered here, Jerusalem Jewry amounted to 15,000-20,000 in
1882, which was a majority of the city’s population.?

The Jewish situation began to improve from the middle of the nine-
teenth century. Life and limb became noticeably more secure when
many Jews came under the legal protection of foreign powers, them-
selves anxious to extend their influence in the fragmenting Ottoman
empire. The French sought political influence mainly by backing the
Catholic Church’s claim to control Christian holy sites. The Prussian
government could interfere on behalf of pious Lutherans who came
from Prussia to found long-lived colonies. Even Russia took steps out of
the same self-interest. It protected Russian Jews in Palestine even while
realizing that some of them had come there to avoid the notorious con-
scription in Russia.?’ Protestant Great Britain, in addition to the numer-
ous missionaries and other Englishmen in the Holy Land it protected,
took a large number of Jews under its wing. In 1841 Foreign Secretary
Palmerston instructed British consuls thoughout the Ottoman empire
including Palestine that

whenever any cause is brought to your knowledge in which Jews resident
within your district shall have been subject to oppression or injustice, you will
make a diligent inquiry into the circumstances of the case and will report fully
thereon to Her Majesty’s Ambassador at Constantinople . . . you are not
authorized to interfere officially with the local Authorities, except in favour of
those Jews who may be entitled to British protection. But nevertheless you
will, upon any suitable occasion, make known to the local Authorities that the
British Government feels an interest in the welfare of the Jews in general, and
is anxious that they should be protected from oppression, and that the Porte
has promised to afford them protection . . . and will listen attentively to British
representations.?!

Needless to say, besides humanitarianism the British government

was concerned to extend its influence. Interests in common is a more

solid basis than one-sided benevolence. Great Britain, then at the acme

of its world power, was starting on the path which led to the Balfour
19 Parfitt, The Jews in Palestine, 29-38.

20 Parfitt, The Jews in Palestine, 65, 66, 129.
2l Palmerston to Lord Ponsonby, 21 April 1841, ibid. 132-3.
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Declaration of 1917, to be discussed below. The political events of 1840
also inspired the hopes of Christian restorationists, who sought a
renewal of Jewish settlement in the Holy Land as a stage of the Christian
faith in the second coming of Jesus.

Another long-range factor of change was the development of the
country’s two natural harbours, at Jaffa and Haifa. The latter took
the place of Acre, which was a risky place after it suffered ruinously from
the earthquake of 1837 and a heavy naval bombardment in 1840.
New means of access to the wide world opened, which encouraged the
coastal towns to grow into significant Jewish communities. Except for
these coastal communities Palestine’s Jewish population lacked produc-
tive employment and training in any skill or vocation. Very few worked
the land. The sizeable number whose occupation was pious study sub-
sisted on small stipends from funds sent by overseas philanthropists to
local kollelim. These were institutions for providing aid which were
named after the places whence they drew most of their support, for
example kollel Varsha (Warsaw) and kollel America. Beneficiaries had to
follow their kollel’s religious and sometimes political line or forfeit
support. To nascent Zionism this halukkah (disbursement or division)
exemplified living by refined begging, opposed to all they sought to
build in the homeland.

Central to these factors was the unique status of Palestine in the Jew-
ish consciousness. As we have seen, the land’s physical conditions were
generally miserable, even for that region of the world. Although its
inhabitants were mostly pious Jews, the land was not intellectually
important. Except for mystical contemplatives who had come during
the eighteenth century, often in connection with Sabbatianism, there
was no field of Jewish learning where Palestine had high standing. Its
rabbis ranked far behind the commanding figures of central and eastern
Europe or Baghdad and Syria. The general arts and sciences hardly
existed. The pride of its Jews was that they lived in the Holy Land, that
it would one day revive, and that the Messiah would come there. World
Jewry was obliged to support them in need, besides the dole which pious
bodies extended to aged Torah students. In the age of western emanci-
pation thoughts stirred overseas towards finding a new, solid basis for
the Holy Land’s Jewish inhabitants.
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As emancipated western Jewish communities became more deeply
involved in the problems of Palestine Jewry, practical plans were in the
air for its expansion and for placing it on a sound material footing. The
greatest obstacle was the indifference, when not opposition, of the bene-
ficiaries to these plans. Yet Anglo-Jewish philanthropy led by Montefiore
combined with an unexpected bequest from the New Orleans merchant
Judah Touro enabled a Jewish hospital to be built in Jerusalem with a
Jewish physician on the premises.?? The founding of a school for girls
with secular studies in 18535, also at Montefiore’s initiative, was a fight-
ing issue. Pious souls in Jerusalem believed a girls’ school would bring
dread modern secularism and Reform Judaism. Notwithstanding talk of
a ban (herem), the school duly opened. In 1871 an agricultural school,
Mikveh Israel, opened near Jaffa. In the gathering spirit of the times a
group of Jerusalem Jews banded together to establish an agricultural
town, Petah Tikvah, but it did not last long in its original form. Alto-
gether, around 1880 the abjectly poor and devotedly pious Jewish com-
munity still conducted itself as it had fifty or a hundred years earlier, but
epochal change was in the making.

America

The extreme contrast to these oriental outposts of Jewry were the thriv-
ing new communities in the New World. Jews had come there in recent
times. There were no Jewish settlements extending back into the mists
of antiquity, as was true in countries near the homeland and along the
Mediterranean. Jews in the New World settled in the relatively tolerant
British and Dutch Protestant empires, whereas Catholic France in the
New World forbade Jews in its territories and the Spanish and Portu-
guese empires imported the Inquisition. When the Portuguese con-
quered Dutch Brazil in 1653, the active Jewish community of Recife,
largely composed of Judaizers—former Catholics who had returned to
their ancestral Judaism—shut down at once. In mortal danger, most

22 There was rivalry between French and English Jews to build it. See A. Schischa, ‘The

Saga of 1855: A Study in Depth’, in The Century of Moses Montefiore, ed. Sonia Lipman
and V. D. Lipman (Oxford, 1985), 269-346.
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Recife Jews went back to Holland or to Dutch Surinam on the northern
coast of the continent.?> However, a celebrated group of twenty-three
tried their fortune in another Dutch colony far to the north, New
Amsterdam, where they arrived by ship in September 1654. The efforts
of its intolerant governor Peter Stuyvesant to keep them out were over-
ruled by the directors of the ruling body, the Dutch West India Com-
pany in Amsterdam. When the English seized New Amsterdam in 1664
and changed its name to New York the Jews’ status was hardly affected.
With persistent effort they gradually acquired civic rights, and so did
Jews in the other North American British colonies.?* Jewish communi-
ties in Latin America, however, were not securely founded until the
latter half of the nineteenth century, well after independence from
Spain and Portugal was secured.

When the European wars ended in 1815 transatlantic immigration
became safe again, at least by the standards of sailing ship days. Even
during the war decades a few hundred Jews had come to the United
States from the sugar-growing West Indies, convulsed by slave revolts
and debilitated by the loss of European markets. After a decade of re-
newed European immigration the number of Jews in the United States
in 1826 was approximately 6,000. Unrestricted entrance to the United
States and the development of rail and steamship travel were keys to the
increasing immigration. A spreading network of aggressive travel agents
throughout Europe also stimulated emigration, which came mainly
from German lands, especially Bavaria and Polish Posen under Prussian
rule. Emigrating Polish Jews before 1870 approximately were often
uprooted individuals, whereas Bavarian Jewish emigration to a great
extent resembled a folk movement. Families, groups of families, and

% Documents unearthed and published by Arnold Wiznitzer have made the dra-
matic story clear: Records of the Earliest Jewish Community in the New World (New York,
1954); Jews in Colonial Brazil (New York, 1960).

2 The early history of United States Jewry is treated in full, authoritative manner in
Jacob R. Marcus, The Colonial American Jew (3 vols., Detroit, 1976). On Canada, Sheldon
J. Godfrey and Judith C. Godfrey, Search Out the Land: The Jews and the Growth of Equality
in British Colonial America 1740-1867 (Montreal and Kingston, 1995), is primarily legal
and political, while Gerald Tulchinsky, Taking Root: The Origins of the Canadian Jewish
Community (Hanover, NH, 1993) is broader but deals summarily with the colonial
period.
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fellow townsmen voyaged together, intending to settle in common.?
Few of the brave plans for group settlement in America materialized, but
chain migration, where family members drew each other overseas in
succession, was common.

One dramatic report, from the little town of Ichenhausen in
Wiierttemberg in 1839, can stand for many:

Today was the day of deepest sadness . . . Six families . . . all told 44 persons of
the Mosaic faith, left home to find a new fatherland in far-off America. Not an
eye remained dry, not a soul unmoved, when the bitter hour of parting struck.
Such departures leave a visible void in the local community, from whose midst
100 persons have left so far, and have already or will settle in the free United
States of America.?®

Two other reports portrayed general conditions:

They are emigrating, indeed. We have young men who have completed their
apprenticeship and journeymen’s year of travel just as precisely anyone of
another faith, who can legally prove possession of no inconsiderable fortune,
who can meet all requirements that can be made of them, and yet cannot
obtain letters of protection and domicile.?”

Two hundred Bavarian Jews embarked here [Mainz| last week, to seek a new
fatherland in North America. They drew a very dismal picture of the situation
of the Jews in Bavaria, where nothing is left but to suffer or to emigrate.?

When these accounts were published in 1839, the number of Jews in the
United States had risen from the 6,000 reported in 1826 to approxi-
mately 15,000 among 17,069,000 Americans. After the immigration
‘take-off’ commenced around 1840, there were by 1848 an estimated
100,000 Jews in the United States population of 22,018,000, and when
the Civil War erupted in 1861 the number of Jews stood at about
150,000 in the population of 32,351,000. This was more Jews than in

25 For an example of group emigration to a common destination see Lloyd P. Gart-
ner, History of the Jews in Cleveland (2nd edn., Cleveland, 1987), 8-10.

26 Allgemeine Zeitung des Judentums, 20 July 1839, in Rudolf Glanz, ‘Source Material
on the History of Jewish Immigration to the United States, 1800-1880’, Studies in Ju-
daica Americana (New York, 1970), no. 36, p. 40.

% 1bid, 9 September 1837, no. 25, p. 36 2 Ibid, 1845, p. 346, no. 39, p. 41.
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France and Britain combined. After the break in immigration caused by
the war, the American Jewish population continued to rise, reaching
perhaps 260,000 in 1880. The sharp increase was due not only to immi-
grants but to their very numerous offspring, Americans by birth.?

Of the Jewish immigrants the Bavarians were the most Germanized.
Most of the Poles were east Europeans in culture with Yiddish as their
tongue. Yet in America most of them adapted to German. Russian Jews
were already coming to the United States but still in small numbers. The
Bavarians were mainstays of the active secular German culture in the
United States. They cherished and preserved that language and were
prominent in the German press, politics, theatre, music, and German
American education. Jews were German journalists, editors, musicians,
and actors, and there were rabbis who took a prominent role in Ameri-
can Germanism. German Jews in America desired that their children
learn German and sent them to schools where it was taught. However,
alongside the German cultural milieu there were spheres of German
American social life, including sports, which were inhospitable to
Jews.?® Growing assimilation into American life late in the nineteenth
century and the ubiquity of the English language sapped the vitality of
American Germanism and the Jewish role within it dwindled.

Emancipation, the subject of a century’s weary debate in Germany,
was achieved in America by merely setting foot in the land. Freedom in
the vast, open land exhilarated immigrants, who became fervent Ameri-
can patriots. They took part in politics,*! mostly within the German eth-
nic enclave and usually as loyal voters of the Republican Party except in
New York, where they were generally Democrats. In the debate which
preceded the Civil War whether slavery was religiously justified Jewish

2 Gartner, History of the Jews in Cleveland 14-15. Children under 14 comprised 40%
of Milwaukee Jewry in 1874, another indication of reproductive fertility. Louis J. Swich-
kow and Lloyd P. Gartner, History of the Jews of Milwaukee (Philadelphia, 1963), 66-7.
Population figures are from US Bureau of the Census, Historical Statistics of the United
States: Colonial Times to 1970 (2 vols., Washington, 1975), i, series A, 1-5, 6-8, p. 8.

30 Rudolf Glanz, ‘Jews in Relation to the Cultural Milieu of the Germans in America
up to the Eighteen Eighties’, Studies in Judaica Americana, 203-55.

31 Diner, A Time for Gathering: The Second Migration 1820-1880, The Jewish People in
America, 2 (Baltimore, 1992) 142-56, where the approach differs from Swichkow and
Gartner, Milwaukee, 140-47.
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opinions were forcefully expressed. They did not feel the inhibitions
they had felt in Europe about openly expressing opinions on public
issues. Most Jews neither justified slavery nor demanded its abolition,
although there were indeed such views. Their American patriotism went
much further than expressing opinions. In the Civil War perhaps
10,000 Jews served as soldiers between 1861 and 1865, nearly always as
soldiers for the regions where they lived, 7,000 for the northern Union
and 3,000 for the southern Confederacy; over 500 lost their lives.3?

The German Jewish immigrants’ fervour for their new land influ-
enced their Judaism as well.* The great majority had been reared in
traditional Judaism in Germany and were generally quite Orthodox (a
term of later vintage) when they arrived in America. The synagogues
which they founded followed at first the Orthodox form of worship.
However, nearly all the new German congregations turned to Reform
Judaism within ten to twenty years. Such a speedy change appears due
in large measure to the harmony of Reform Judaism with the American
environment, so different from its German land of origin. American
Reform Judaism was nourished by the growing conviction among im-
migrant Jews that in free America, where their centuries of inferior
status disappeared, no need or justification existed to observe religious
laws which kept them apart from Christian neighbours. Reform’s driv-
ing impulse was not the hope for emancipation, as in Germany, but to
draw the consequences of all legal restrictions on Jews having vanished.
Unlike its German forebear, Reform Judaism in America did not trouble
greatly with theology or philosophy, despite the presence of such
Reform rabbinic intellectuals as David Einhorn and Samuel Hirsch who
came to America possessing notable accomplishments in those fields. It
was rather the homely moderate, untheological Reform of Isaac Mayer

32 The basic work is Bertram W. Korn, American Jewry and the Civil War (Philadelphia,
1951), supplemented by Diner, A Time for Gathering, 80-1, 156-60, 198-9. Practically
every local Jewish history deals with the Civil War’s impact upon the community.

3 Michael A. Meyer, Response to Modernity: A History of the Reform Movement in Ju-
daism (New York and Oxford, 1988), 225-96, is the standard account, with an empha-
sis somewhat different from the present one. A good selection of sources is W. Gunther
Plaut, The Growth of Reform Judaism: American and European Sources until 1948 (New
York, 1965). Naomi W. Cohen, Encounter with Emancipation: The German Jews in the
United States, 1830-1914 (Philadelphia, 1984), is thorough and reliable.
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Wise, the organizer and spokesman, that carried the day. A native of
Bohemia, Wise came to the United States in 1846 when he was 25, un-
burdened by weighty rabbinic learning and probably without formal
ordination. He felt American, he said, even before he quit Europe. The
reality of America inspired him to bring about changes in Judaism with
his own Cincinnati synagogue as a model. Besides weekly newspapers
which he published in German and English, books he wrote, and tireless
travels, he founded Hebrew Union College for training rabbis. The title
of Wise’s revised prayer book of 1855, Minhag America, American rite,
provided the guiding idea of his work. In Wise’s conception America,
like other Jewish communities of the past, required its distinctive form
of Judaism. American Judaism would be reverent of biblical revelation
while freed from the legal prescriptions of the Talmud and its commen-
tators and jurists, which were merely the work of men. Judaism would
take its equal place among the religions of the land.

Reform drew far-reaching conclusions from the Jews’ new situation in
America. The Exile (galut) had ended, and Jews in the hospitable United
States could cast off the restrictions mandated by Jewish tradition. It was
time to discard the faith in ultimate redemption in the Holy Land, and
some Reform leaders like Einhorn and Hirsch viewed America as the
land of messianic fulfilment. Upholders of religious tradition inter-
preted American freedom differently from the Reformers. Such men as
Isaac Leeser and Sabato Morais argued that in a free society Jews could
observe unaltered traditional Judaism in its fullness without fear or con-
straint. What became Conservative Judaism in the twentieth century
existed in the nineteenth with a limited following and not clearly
defined as a movement distinct from the even more limited number of
Orthodox.**

It was not religion or culture, however, which preoccupied Jewish
immigrants. Like other immigrants, they came to America to make a
living in freedom. The famous term ‘golden land’ (goldene medineh)
probably originated after the California gold rush of 1848-9, but belief
in the United States’ promise of abundance for all went back further.
Young Bavarian Jews had been trained in crafts by government fiat but

34 Moshe Davis, The Emergence of Conservative Judaism: The Historical School in 19th
Century America (Philadelphia, 1963).
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very few practised them in America. Instead they went to commercial
occupations for which their new country provided a plentiful field. The
most promising beginning for young men was rural peddling. It was
hard labour, because the pedlar had to carry everything on his back for
long distances; after a while, he usually progressed to a horse and wagon
and in time to a store in some town. Since rural folk lived far from stores,
they welcomed itinerant ‘Jew pedlars’ as they had the ‘Yankee pedlars’
of earlier days. An immigrant of 1852, recalling early experiences in his
old age of wealth and esteem, spoke of peddling dry goods taken on con-
signment from one of the wholesale stores which specialized in supply-
ing pedlars:

Started out Euclid Avenue [Cleveland] way and travelled many miles in the
course of the next six weeks. Then I sold my pack boxes and all, clearing about
$100.00. Did not like the business but made lots of friends among the people I
stopped with over night . .. and they later traded where I was clerking. I would
help with the chores wherever I stayed, help milk the cows or feed the stock,
and go to church with them on Sundays.*

At the age of 19 he was blending contentedly into his new Ohio en-
vironment. Many like him gladly adapted to the ways of ‘the land of the
dollar’. Not so the immigrant of 1840 who implored Divine forgiveness
for having unavoidably travelled on the Sabbath. He sadly reflected on
other Jewish pedlars: ‘Thousands of peddlers . . . forget completely their
Creator. They no longer put on the phylacteries; they pray neither on
working day nor on the Sabbath. In truth they have given up their reli-
gion for the pack which is on their backs’.

The opposition between the craving for material success and a critical
view of the acquisitive society remained a permanent tension in Ameri-
can Jewish life. The critical view had the endorsement of Jewish tradi-
tion, but the unprecedented possibilities of America for self-enrichment
gave the search for material success the upper hand.

Quite a few pedlars remained religiously observant, avoiding peddl-
ing on the Sabbath when they returned home if possible, and observing

35 Quoted in Gartner, Cleveland, 17.

3 A. V. Goodman, ‘A Jewish Peddler’s Diary, 1842-3’, American Jewish Archives, 3/3
(June 1951), 81-111 (quotation is on p. 99).



208 | History of the Jews in Modern Times

dietary laws on the road as best they could. They were founders and
members of synagogues all over the country. To these congregations
and the hard-working, slightly educated businessmen who managed
them Reform Judaism meant the religious adjustment to good relations
with gentiles and to the requirements of life, not the subtleties of ha-
lakhah and theology. They did not want to give up all the traditions in
which they were raised in the old country, but their children a genera-
tion later, perhaps after 1870, were more ready to do so.

Thanks to Jewish pedlars who became shopkeepers in many distant
small towns, American Jews during the 1870s and 1880s were more dis-
persed than ever before or after. Even before the Civil War vast regions
of the middle west, the Mississippi river shores, and the deep south and
northern California were dotted with little Jewish communities, and
their synagogues and cemeteries. The United States was not yet a coun-
try of large cities, but sizeable urban Jewish communities already existed
in New York, Cincinnati, San Francisco, Philadelphia, Baltimore, and
Chicago in that order of size. American Jewry was a community largely
of merchants who spoke with a German accent. A few Jews could boast
accomplishments in the arts and sciences, especially medicine, but real
cultural distinction lay in the future.

This picture appears idyllic by comparison with Jewish status in the
Old World, where even emancipated Jewries were conscious of a long
heritage of hostility which equal rights could never completely over-
come. What there was of anti-Semitism did not threaten the Jews’
security nor their rights, but rather their acceptance in American soci-
ety. There is a string of separate incidents such as expressions of hostil-
ity during an 1826 debate on Jewish rights in the Maryland legislature,
belittling remarks to Jewish children in school especially around Easter,
a hostile speech in 1854 in the California legislature, invidious state-
ments by lawyers when their adversary in court was a Jew, and bitter
attacks on Jews all over the Confederacy during its time of shortages
and approaching defeat. The most notorious episode of all came from
the Union side, when General Ulysses Grant’s General Order no. 11
expelled specifically Jews from territories under his military control,
mainly Kentucky and Tennessee, because they were supposedly smug-
glers of contraband cotton. Grant’s order was promptly revoked by
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President Lincoln when it was brought to his attention. As a rule verbal
assaults on Jews received sharp replies not only by Jews, as contrary to
the spirit of American life and religious liberty. One finds a current of
hostility, but popular reverence for the Constitution and its guarantees
provided a more powerful counter-current. When the rich banker
Joseph Seligman was turned away in 1877 from the fashionable Grand
Union Hotel in Saratoga expressly because he was a Jew, public con-
demnation was widespread. However, this was the beginning of upper-
class social exclusion of Jews which became common within two or
three decades.?”

Judaism in America was the religion of a small minority. If any reli-
gion was to be recognized officially in the public sector it would not be
Judaism. The Jews had to contend with prolonged efforts to proclaim
America officially Christian, actually Protestant, the denomination of
the vast majority. Bible readings and prayers in the public schools,
Christian phraseology in public proclamations, and Sabbath blue laws
were steps toward attaining the goal of official recognition. These were
resisted by the Jews, even though advocates of the sectarian goal gener-
ally did not propose to curtail the Jews’ constitutional equality. The Jews
believed, however, that in an officially Christian country they would be
relegated to second-class citizenship, despite their equal rights.

The Jews also confronted tireless missionary efforts to convert them.
Some efforts were based on the ‘necessity’ of converting the Jews in
order to bring on the Second Coming. Conversion was believed by some
Christians to be the prelude to the Chosen People’s return to the Holy
Land. Another, simpler missionary motive was the special desire to see
the Jews, as the first people who rejected Jesus, accept ‘Christian truth’.
Missionary preaching and literature was answered by the Jews, most
prominently by Isaac Mayer Wise, with an aggressiveness they would
not have dared to express in Europe. It is very difficult to reckon the
number of Jewish converts, because Jews were reluctant to speak
of them while no credence can be given to the missionaries’ grossly

37 Diner, A Time for Gathering, 173-85. In the large, contentious literature on anti-
Semitism two important studies by John Higham stand out: ‘Ideological Anti-Semitism
in the Gilded Age’ and ‘Social Discrimination against Jews, 1830-1930’ rev. and repr. in
his Send These to Me: Jews and Other Immigrants in Urban America (New York, 1975).
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exaggerated claims. The number of converts before 1880 was probably a
few thousand, the majority of whom became Christian less from reli-
gious fervour than from worldly ambition or from living in a completely
Christian environment. Few, however, needed conversion to open the
door to careers, as was widespread in Germany, since there were very few
barriers in the United States. On the other hand, one must also reckon
in a few dozen known Christian converts to Judaism.

American Jews held that their religious freedom required strict sepa-
ration of Church and State and the removal of religion from the public
realm. They insisted that America was a Christian country only in the
sense that the vast majority were Christians but government was, or had
to be made, religiously neutral. To be sure, many Christian denomina-
tions such as Baptists, not to mention the Catholic Church, were of like
opinion concerning religion in the public sphere.? Jewish devotion to
religious neutrality in the governmental sector was exemplified in the
far from abstract matter of their children’s schools. Jewish children did
not enrol in the new public schools while they carried on in a Protestant
spirit with Christian prayers and Bible readings. Instead Jewish children
attended Jewish schools usually established by local congregations,
which also possessed the advantage of teaching German. However,
when the public schools more or less discarded sectarianism between
1850 and 1870 and also began in many places to teach German, the Jew-
ish schools soon closed and Jewish children joined other children in the
public schools. Public school education fast became a symbol of equal
Jewish status in American society and was accepted as an article of Jew-
ish ideology. At the same time vigilant efforts were devoted to keeping
religious exercises out of public schools.*

Jewish life in the United States was conducted at the local level. Thus,
congregations adopting Reform did so on their own without central
organization or direction. Visits from the much-travelled rabbinical
leaders Isaac M. Wise and Isaac Leeser were the closest substitute to

3 Naomi W. Cohen, Jews in Christian America: The Pursuit of Religious Equality (New
York, 1992).

3 Lloyd P. Gartner, ‘Temples of Liberty Unpolluted: American Jews and Public
Schools 1840-1875’, in A Bicentennial Festschrift for Jacob Rader Marcus, ed. B. W. Korn
(Waltham, Mass., 1976), 157-92.
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leadership in remote communities. The traditional communal activity
of charity was required for the local needy and a few itinerant mendi-
cants. It did not become a preoccupation of American Jewry until the
mass arrival of east European Jews. Aid to Jews overseas, such as dona-
tions for Palestine or protests during the Damascus affair of 1840, took
place by newspaper solicitations and the appeals of the much-admired
Moses Montefiore, besides itinerant emissaries.

An important factor in American Jewish life were weekly and
monthly Jewish newspapers, which began in the 1830s and became
numerous in the 1850s. They connected communities when transporta-
tion was slow and difficult and the telegraph was for messages rather
than communication. Very few Jewish organizations existed beyond the
local level. There were Reform Jewry’s Union of American Hebrew Con-
gregations from 1873 and the benevolent order of B'nai B’rith, founded
in 1843. B'nai B'rith maintained the large Jewish Orphan Asylum in
Cleveland from 1869, which accepted children from a wide region of
the west. There was a none too active Board of Delegates of American
Israelites,** founded in 1859, whose name suggested its British inspira-
tion from the Board of Deputies of British Jews. The American Board
followed the British system of synagogue constituences, but Reform
congregations felt alienated from its Orthodox leadership and stayed
out. The Board concerned itself mainly with promoting Jewish rights in
unemancipated foreign lands, and it functioned as Moses Montefiore’s
American connection. There were local Jewish notables but no recog-
nized national leaders, although Isaac Mayer Wise as editor, author,
lecturer, and Reform rabbi, and Isaac Leeser of Philadelphia, also editor
and rabbi but of the traditionalists, are possible exceptions. The age of
national organizations and leaders, and above all mass immigration
from eastern Europe, transformed American Jewry of 1880 with its
260,000 Jews. American Jewry ceased to be a remote outpost. The steam-
ship and the European family connections of more than a million
immigrant Jews in the new land made it a distant suburb.

There were other Jewish communities in the Americas which were
still very small. Canada’s Jews arrived with the British in 1759, but the

40 Allan Tarshish, ‘The Board of Delegates of American Israelites, (1859-1878)’, Pub-
lications of the American Jewish Historical Society, 49/1 (Oct. 1959), 16-32.
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acquisition of political rights did not occur until the 1820s. The Jewish
community was composed almost exclusively of merchants concen-
trated in Montreal with connections which reached the Pacific coast.
Canadian Jewry grew very slowly, and there were only 2,443 Jews in
Canadain 1881. After the end of their wealth from sugar the West Indies
stagnated. Many islands were abandoned and nowhere did their Jewish
population number more than the low hundreds. In Latin America,
only Argentina had a Jewish population of any size, possibly amounting
to 2,000 in 1880. A small Jewish community existed in Australia, some
of whose early members arrived as transported criminals and political
offenders from Great Britain. A few Jews settled in the southern end of
Africa under its original Dutch rule, but since Protestant religion was
required they were probably converts. Religious freedom was granted by
the Dutch republican regime in 1803, just before the British conquest of
what became the Cape Colony in 1805. There was hardly any growth be-
fore the mid-nineteenth century and very little thereafter. All these
places had the colonial characteristics of mobile merchants, shaky com-
munity life, vast unsettled lands, and a native population to be put to
labour. The seeds of permanent tension existed with French-British fric-
tion in Canada and Dutch Boer-British rivalry in the Cape Colony. The
Jews took their place among the British in both cases. These lands were
ripe for massive Jewish settlement when the great age of Jewish migra-
tion opened in 1880.



8
Age of Migration and ldeologies

From the later 1870s we can see distantly but perceptibly the outlines of
an era in the Jewish world which concluded about 1950. It is marked by
the most concentrated change, achievement, and horror in the Jewish
people’s entire history. All-encompassing ideologies interpreted what
was happening or predicted what was to come intuitively or, as ideolo-
gists claimed, scientifically. The vast scope of what did happen is sug-
gested by a simple fact: few Jews in the world of 1950 lived in the city or
country where their grandparents had lived in 1880, let alone the enor-
mous annihilation of generations during the Holocaust. But one cannot
simply search the past only in order to find the one path leading to a
tuture which itself is now past and known to historians and their read-
ers. One result of this too frequent procedure of selecting the sole path
is to assume falsely that all that happened was inevitable. The course of
Jewish history, as much or more than the course of history in general,
offers far too many points of choice and chance.

The Rise of Anti-Semitism

About 1875, as the severe depression that had begun in 1873 continued,
racist and nationalist anti-Semitism, then a new term, began its
assault against the Jews in many countries. The depression in emanci-
pated countries, worst in the new German empire, interrupted the Jews’
enjoyment of the fruits of their freedom and their conspicuous eco-
nomic and cultural successes. The collapse of stock market promotions,
many of them fraudulent, involved a high proportion of Jews. The
economic conditions which prevailed during the long depression of
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1873-96 fostered the emergence of anti-Semitism.! At about the same
time the ideology of Zionism took form, and in 1897 the World Zionist
Organization was founded by Theodor Herzl. This was also the period
when distinctive Jewish trade unionism and socialism likewise appeared
in eastern Europe and its emigrant offshoots. New organizational forms
came into being to express these ideologies in action, including Jewish
trade unions and Palestine settlement societies. With little if any ideol-
ogy Jewish population increase continued after 1875, and the pressures
it generated now had an outlet in international emigration. Vast new
Jewish communities arose overseas, in the United States particularly but
also in other New World countries. A flow of newcomers from eastern
Europe also invigorated west European Jewry.

None of these vast movements was new. Hostility to the Jews, by
whatever name it is called, is ancient. The hope for restoration to the
Land of Israel is as old as the exile from it. Migration is likewise a per-
manent feature of Jewish history. But what marked these movements
after 1875 was not only their intensity and their simultaneity but also
their intimate links with contemporary world history—Zionism with
contemporary minority nationalism, for example.

There is no doubt that the prolonged world-wide economic depres-

! The interpretation in Hans Rosenberg, Grosse Depression und Bismarckzeit (Berlin,
1967), 88-117, has been widely accepted. There is a vast but mostly indifferent litera-
ture on anti-Semitism. A few of the better works include two excellent studies by
Werner Jochmann: ‘Struktur und Funktion des deutschen Antisemitismus’, in Werner
E. Mosse (ed.), Juden in Wilhelminischen Deutschland 1890-1914 (Tibingen, 1976),
389-477, and its continuation, ‘Die Ausbreitung des Antisemitismus’, in Werner E. Mosse
(ed.), Deutsches Judentum in Krieg und Revolution, 1916-1923 (Tiibingen, 1971) 409-510.
Rosenberg’s and Jochmann’s works deserve English translation. See also the older,
discerning study by Paul W. Massing, Rehearsal for Destruction: A Study of Political Anti-
Semitism in Imperial Germany (New York, 1949), and the recent valuable survey by Peter
Pulzer, The Rise of Political Anti-Semitism in Germany and Austria (rev. edn., London,
1988); Uriel Tal, Christians and Jews in Germany: Religion, Politics and Ideology in the
Second Reich, 1870-1914 (trans. from Hebrew, Ithaca, NY, 1975), and Jacob Katz, From
Prejudice to Destruction: Anti-Semitism, 1700-1933 (Cambridge, Mass., 1980), deal mainly
with anti-Semitic ideas. Bruce F. Pauley, From Prejudice to Destruction: A History of Austrian
Anti-Semitism (Chapel Hill, NC, 1992) concerns mostly the period after 1918. There are
some relevant chapters in Jehuda Reinharz (ed.), Living with Antisemitism: Modern Jewish
Responses (Hanover, NH, 1987). A fine general history which pays substantial attention
to anti-Semitism is Gordon A. Craig, Germany 1866-1945 (Oxford, 1981).
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sion contributed to the rise and spread of the new anti-Semitism. But
was it not the old hatred, merely cloaked in new, ideological garments?
What if anything about it was new? Unlike what had gone before, the
Jews now were not only hated for religious or economic reasons but
were held responsible for all that was wrong in the world—‘the cause of
world unrest’, as anti-Semitism’s sometime American propagator Henry
Ford put it later. Since evil and racial inferiority were rooted in their
nature or blood or race, or in the genes as might be said today, Jews
could not escape by religious conversion nor by any degree of assimila-
tion. These movements of anti-Semitism, emigration, Zionism and so-
cialism grew and flourished in the four decades before the First World
War. Largely thanks to them the Jewish world began to regain the unity
of destiny it had lost a century earlier.

Jewish Numbers and Movement

Besides the Jewish people’s continued increase in numbers, their distri-
bution around the world altered sharply. There were about 7 million
Jews in the world in 1875 and in 1910 the number stood at 12,075,000,
avast increase in a short time.2 As before, eastern Europe, principally the
Russian empire, was the main population centre, but a major demo-
graphic change was under way. About 4 million lived under the rule of
the tsar in 1880, and the unique Russian census, taken in 1897, counted
5,216,000. When we add 800,000 for Galicia and perhaps 700,000 for
eastern Hungary and Romania, we find perhaps 6.7 million east Euro-
pean Jews at the turn of the twentieth century. East European Jewish
fecundity after this date continued but numbers did not rise, owing to
the huge emigration which was siphoning off the increase. East Euro-
pean Jewry was functioning as biological reservoir for the entire Jewish
people. From that reservoir came United States Jewry’s ascent from
260,000 in 1880 to 1,704,000 in 1907 and 3,197,000 in 1915.3 These

2 Arthur Ruppin, Soziologie der Juden (2 vols., Berlin, 1930), i. 75-86.

3 There are other estimates. Another one for 1915 is 3,777,000. The source quoted in
the text gives 3,389,000 for 1918. Since on account of the war there was practically no
immigration, the increase of 192,000 in one year is due to natural increase alone. See
the full account by H. S. Linfield in American Jewish Year Book, 42 (1940-1), 215 ff.
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estimates, based on immigration statistics, clearly show where the east
European population increase went. The much smaller but proportion-
ately as great increase in other countries in the Americas likewise illus-
trates where the Russian Jewish population increase flowed.

Population growth was accompanied by urbanization on a grand
scale, especially to metropolitan centres and capital cities. Urbanization
was the trend of the age, and the Jews took to it avidly. Large cities of-
fered varied and extensive economic opportunities as well as a wide
range of cultural activity and schools of every description. Cities such as
Lodz or Philadelphia, not to mention even larger places, had vast Jewish
neighbourhoods but weak communal controls. A Jew who so desired—
and great numbers did—resided among Jews while subject to little if any
pressure or discipline from the Jewish community. Numbers tell much
of the story. Of four major east European communities—Warsaw, Lodz,
Vilna and Odessa—only Vilna had any size in 1800, and the four to-
gether amounted to merely 5,000. At the end of the nineteenth century
their collective total was 505,000. Long-established communities like
Minsk, Lublin, or Lwow increased fourfold or fivefold during the cen-
tury to 48,000, 24,000, and 57,000 respectively. The same was taking
place in western Europe. Jews flocked to capital cities such as Vienna,
72,000 in 1880 to 175,000 in 1910, Amsterdam, 20,000 in 1800 and
90,000 at the close of the century, with minimal east European immi-
gration, and Paris, where the 8,000 in 1808 reached 60,000 in 1900. In
the short space between 1880 and 1914 east European immigration
raised London Jewry’s numbers from 40,000 to 200,000. Vienna's east
Europeans came mainly from Galicia within the Habsburg realm while
Paris and Amsterdam gathered in Jews especially from small places in
their own countries. Alsace had supplied much of the Jewish population
of Paris, and after Germany annexed it in 1870 many Alsatian Jews
shunned life under German rule, mild though it was in Alsace and Lor-
raine, and moved to the French capital.* Dutch Jewry quit its dozens
of small towns, familiarly called the medineh (country), and settled in
Amsterdam, known among them as the mokom (the place).®

* Vicki Caron, Between France and Germany: The Jews of Alsace-Lorraine, 1871-1918
(Stanford, Calif., 1988), 71-95.

5 This was a play on ancient terms, when Jerusalem was called the ‘place’ and the rest
of Eretz Israel the ‘country’. It also shows the exalted regard for the ‘Dutch Jerusalem’.
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An enormous change in numbers and urban concentration took place
in the United States. An example on an immense scale was New York
City. Its Jews, no more than 60,000 in 1880, numbered 1,500,000 in
1915, 40 per cent of American Jews and one-quarter of the metropolis’
population. The vast majority in 1915 were immigrants and their chil-
dren. New York City far outran historic Jewish communities to become
within one generation the largest urban Jewish community ever known.
American Jews also dwelt in the country’s other big cities, notably
Chicago with 250,000 at the end of our period, and descending numer-
ically to Philadelphia, Baltimore, Cleveland, Detroit, and Boston. To
take other examples, the Jews of Detroit, rapidly becoming the auto-
mobile manufacturing centre, shot up from merely 1,000 in 1880 to
about 34,000 in 1914, while Cleveland, another industrial city, saw its
Jewish population leap from about 3,000 in 1880 to 75,000 in 1915.
While it is true that the general population of all these American cities
multiplied, the Jewish rate of increase was far higher. Montreal in
Canada and Buenos Aires in Argentina also exemplified the primacy of
metropolitan cities. By the time the First World War broke out world
Jewry had become a city people. Less than one century earlier they had
been town and village dwellers who did not live on the land in signifi-
cant numbers. The Jewish people presented a radically different demo-
graphic picture in 1914 from 1875 and continued changes were in the
offing.

The Anti-Semitic Threat

The liberalism of European political life during the middle of the nine-
teenth century was superseded after 1870 by a combination of hard-
shelled nationalism, aggressive imperialism, social Darwinist material-
ism and, from a different source, socialism and trade unionism. A
conspicuous place in this new set of ideas was taken by the revived
hatred of the Jews in a new mode called anti-Semitism. It appeared in
every country of western Europe, in each with a different social back-
ground. In France, Germany, and the Austrian empire anti-Semitism
became a central feature of the political scene and deeply affected
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Jewish life. Other countries had anti-Semitic movements contemporary
with Germany'’s, but attention inevitably focuses there not only because
of Germany’s catastrophic history but also because German anti-
Semitism was the most extensive and philosophically elaborated.

Nowhere was the change to the new mode of secular or pagan anti-
Semitism more visible than in the German empire, while the religious
hostility to Jews of the state Lutheran church did not abate. German
liberalism resisted the new trend only weakly. Liberalism in Germany
and Austria was not a world outlook transcending class interests, as it
became in Britain and France, but remained a class ideology congenial
especially to bourgeois Jews. However, most liberals embraced Otto von
Bismarck’s anti-liberal nationalism of ‘blood and iron’. German and
Austrian liberalism’s class-specific character, its failure to become a
national consensus, greatly handicapped the Jewish response to anti-
Semitism in those countries.

Under Junker rule personified by Bismarck, imperial Germany’s mili-
tary agrarian ruling class effectively resisted basic political and social
change until the downfall of 1918. German classes, religions, and re-
gions existed in profound, unresolved antagonism. Not very different
was tsarist Russia, which was about to re-enter a period of uncompro-
mising absolutism after some years of liberal reform. After two decades
of partial Jewish integration into German social and political life, idyllic
in comparison with what had been and with what came afterwards, a
wave of the new anti-Semitism began in the mid-1870s. Austrian, Rus-
sian, and German anti-Semitism was not politically marginal but played
a significant role in those countries’ political life. Anti-Semitism’s first
German expression in the gathering cultural pessimism of the age came
from the journalist Wilhelm Marr, who wrote despairingly in racial
terms ‘The Victory of Judaism over Teutonism’, the title of his tract of
1873. It stirred the German public with its proclamation that ‘Finis
Germaniae’ was approaching because the talented, resilient Jews’ racial
endowment was inevitably overcoming the simple German stock. A
more prominent person than Marr was the eloquent Adolf Stoecker,
Kaiser Wilhelm I's Lutheran court preacher. A man of humble back-
ground with fixed traditional beliefs, Stoecker was disturbed at the alien-
ation of Berlin’s rapidly increasing industrial working class from the
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church. He founded a Christian Social movement to counter the rising
Social Democrats. It sought a proletarian following and circumspectly
urged social reforms while remaining patriotically loyal to Church and
State. Stoecker’s party, however, enjoyed no success with proletarians
and in 1879 the court preacher’s message was ‘adjusted’ to its member-
ship of clerks, salesmen, and white-collar employees by adopting anti-
Semitism. Such upsetting new phenomena as the press, department
stores, stock market, and banks were blamed on the Jews. Germany had
given them equality and they now figured conspicuously in the new,
hated economic order. Jewish economic success, Stoecker charged,
came from impoverishing true Germans, but the Jews would bring dis-
aster upon themselves with their arrogance and boastfulness. His elo-
quently delivered messages drew audiences up to 3,000. A popular
movement, especially on the conservative side, in the German capital
generated lively interest as the debate over anti-Semitism dominated
the political life of Berlin for three years. Influential Jews pleaded with
the emperor and Bismarck to silence their court preacher and quash the
anti-Semitic movement, but the chancellor found Stoecker useful for
smiting his liberal opponents, while the old emperor thought the Jews
had become ‘insolent’ (frech) and deserved to be taken down a few pegs.
Neither of these highest authorities considered Germany’s emancipated
Jews part of the German people.

Stoecker’s first anti-Semitic speech set forth the views he advocated
for years to come.® Everywhere he saw the decline of religion and the
German spirit. It outraged him that rabbis and Jewish writers dared
to exalt ‘inferior’ Judaism which had been superseded long before
by Christianity, boasting of its moral superiority and world mission.
Stoecker charged that the press under Jewish control was mocking and
deriding the church and Christianity and eagerly reporting its internal
conflicts, while avoiding all mention of anything embarrassing in Juda-
ism. In the Jews of the press he saw a force leading toward secularism.
The complaint that the Jews promoted secularism was not unique to
Germany. Abraham Kuyper, the great Dutch neo-Calvinist and political
leader, denounced the Jews in 1878-9 for being prominent as secular
liberals, his bugbear. Yet Kuyper, who was a major figure in Dutch

¢ Reprinted in Massing, Rehearsal for Destruction, 278-87; quotations from pp. 284-7.
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politics and religion, thereupon desisted permanently.” Stoecker’s
nationalist and social arguments became the stock in trade of anti-
Semitism:

The Jews are and remain a people within a people, a state within a state, a sep-
arate tribe within a foreign race. All immigrants are eventually absorbed by the
people among whom they live—all except the Jews. They pit their rigid cult of
law or their hatred of Christians against Christianity . . . [The Jews] control the
arteries of money, banking and trade; they dominate the press and are flood-
ing the institutions of higher learning . . . We are moving toward the point
where public opinion will be completely dominated and labor completely ex-
ploited by the Jews . . . More than ever, they cultivate those trades where they
can get rich quickly and easily . . . they do not enjoy work and . . . do not be-
lieve in the German concept of the dignity of labor.

If modern Jewry continues to use the power of capital and the power of
the press to bring misfortune to the nation, a final catastrophe is unavoidable.
Israel must renounce its ambition to become the master of Germany.

Stoecker’s message profited from his prestige as court preacher.? In the
same year of 1879, another voice of commanding prestige held forth on
modern Jewry, Professor Heinrich von Treitschke, one of Germany’s
foremost historians. He had started as a liberal nationalist but like many
of his stripe he went over to Bismarck’s Prussian conservative national-
ism. Treitschke’s deepest desire was a socially and culturally unified Ger-
man nation, and in his view the Jews were holding back from complete
integration. As he put it in Ein Wort iiber unser Judentum (A Word about
Our Jewry) published in his influential Preussischer Jahrbiicher, many
Jews were hardly Germans:

The only way out is for our Jewish fellow-citizens to make up their minds
without reservations to be Germans, as many of them have done already long
ago . .. There will always be Jews who are nothing else but German speaking

7 Ivo Schoffer, ‘Abraham Kuyper and the Jews’, in Dutch Jewish History, ed. J. Mich-
man (Jerusalem, 1984), 237-59.

8 On the Kaiser’s and Bismarck’s avoidance of any disavowal or reproof to their
preacher, see Fritz Stern, Gold and Iron: Bismarck, Bleichroder, and the Building of the
German Empire (New York, 1977), 510-31.



Age of Migration and Ideologies | 221

orientals . . . the Jews, who talk so much about tolerance, [should] become
truly tolerant themselves and show some respect for the faith, the customs,
and the feelings of the German people which has long ago atoned for old in-
justice and given them human and civil rights.

While endorsing the Jews’ emancipation Treitschke, like Stoecker,
warned them against their new ‘arrogance’. He meant not merely par-
venu Jewish upstarts, but his contemporary Heinrich Graetz, the fore-
most Jewish historian. Graetz’s great Geschichte der Juden (History of the
Jews) spoke repeatedly of Germany in unflattering terms.’ The words of
the centrally positioned clergyman Stoecker and the leading historian
and nationalist intellectual Treitschke marked a long step towards mak-
ing anti-Semitism respectable.

A timorous Jewish reply to Treitschke came from the medieval his-
torian Harry Bresslau, who humbly enquired of his colleague what the
Jews had yet to do in order to attain full Germanness. A different reply
came from the historian of Rome and liberal intellectual Theodor
Mommsen, one of the greatest historians ever, whose Auch ein Wort iiber
unser Judentum (Another Word about Our Jewry) defended the Jews in
terms of the liberal anti-Bismarck tradition of which he was a lifelong
adherent. In his great work The Provinces of the Roman Empire Mommsen
had praised the Jews in the Roman empire as ‘a true fermenting element
of cosmopolitanism and national decomposition’, forerunners of de-
tribalized culture. His compliment was not fortunately worded, for it
became grist to the anti-Semitic mill, proof that the Jews would not
become Germans. Like Treitschke, Mommsen too wanted the Jews to
become thoroughly German. He urged them to dissolve as a community
and give up all Jewish associations except synagogal ones. Privately, he
wished to see them adopt Christianity. Mommsen threw up his hands at
the futility of dealing in terms of reason with the anti-Semites, because
anti-Semitism defied reason.!

I have used the translation in Heinrich von Treitschke, A Word about Our Jewry,
trans. Helen Lederer, Readings in Modern Jewish History (Cincinnati, 1958), 7. The
attack on Graetz recurs throughout. Note G. A. Craig’s astute remarks on Treitschke in
his Germany, 1866-1945, 48-9, 204-5.

19 Hans Liebeschutz, ‘Treitschke and Mommsen on Jewry and Judaism’, Leo Baeck
Institute Year Book, 7 (1962), 153-82.
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The development of racist secular anti-Semitism can be read in the
writings of Eugen Diihring, a social philosopher and economist. He
found the Jews harmful and racially inferior, their immutable racial and
moral characteristics already visible in the Bible. The anti-Semitic pro-
gramme of Heinrich Class (pseud. Daniel Frymann) in his work of 1912,
‘If I Were the Kaiser’ was not far from that of the Nazis. Houston Stewart
Chamberlain, British by birth but the fully Germanized son-in-law of
Richard Wagner, published in 1899 the ‘masterpiece’ of racist myth, The
Foundations of the Nineteenth Century. What Marr started with the divi-
sion between ‘Semitism’ and Germanism was taken over by the racist
and imperialist Pan-German League, which promoted this cause ener-
getically."

This resounding beginning made anti-Semitism in Germany part of
the public agenda. In Berlin several anti-Semitic mass meetings were
held, and one of them ended in attacks on Jewish shops. Disturbances
were repressed, but regional agitators could appeal continually to the
anxieties of local audiences. Thus, Otto Boeckel, folklorist and librarian,
stirred up the peasantry in south-west Germany against Jewish money-
lenders who foreclosed for unpaid debts as the cause of all their woes.?
Indeed, a petition to Bismarck in 1880 to prohibit Jewish immigration,
conduct a special Jewish census, and exclude Jews from positions of
governmental authority and as teachers drew 250,000 signatures. But
the chancellor refused, although some of the petition’s other demands
were gradually met.

Anti-Semitism moved into the political sphere as anti-Semitic parties
won five seats in the Reichstag of 1890. They reached their peak in 1893
when they gathered 264,000 votes and gained sixteen seats in the Reich-
stag, mainly from Saxony. In 1898 they were down to ten seats and con-
tinued declining to six in 1912. Repeated attempts to establish stable
anti-Semitic parties and to achieve a unified anti-Semitic voice failed, to
an extent because the anti-Semitic leaders were erratic, unstable persons
and one-issue political parties attracted few voters. The anti-Semitic

11 Massing, Rehearsal for Destruction, 246-7.

12 For the reaction of a Jewish village teacher to these Jews see the memoirs of
Johanna Harris née Brandes in Monika Richarz (ed.), Jewish Life in Germany: Memoirs
from Three Centuries (Bloomington, Ind., 1991), 218-19.
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parties had no accomplishment or influence in Germany’s parliament
and also did poorly in provincial legislatures.!?

More insidious than the futile efforts of the anti-Semitic parties was
the spread of anti-Semitism into central institutions of German life. In
1892 the Conservative party advocating hoary Prussian values supple-
mented its principles of ‘rever[ing] Christianity, monarchy and father-
land, protect[ing] and encourag[ing] all honest work’ with a pledge to
‘fight the multifarious and obtrusive Jewish influence that decomposes
our people’s life’.!* Although the party did not actively promote anti-
Semitism, such a resolution from the party closest to the regime took a
long step towards making anti-Semitism respectable. The Agrarian
League (Bund der Landwirte) of large Prussian agricultural interests and
the Federation of Commercial Employees were explicitly anti-Semitic.
Numerous professional organizations refused to take in Jewish members
and so did athletic and mountaineering clubs. Besides the long-standing
discrimination against Jewish academic appointments at universities,
Jewish students were kept out of openly anti-Semitic fraternities and
other student organizations. The future classical and Judaic scholar
Isaak Heinemann found about 1895 as a Goéttingen student that the
student classics club would not invite him to membership, contrary to
accepted practice. His mentor, the renowned Wilamowitz-Moellen-
dorff, would not exert personal influence on his behalf because he
believed ‘Jewish pride’ and ‘separatism’, especially of the religiously
observant Heinemann, had to cause anti-Semitism. Heinemann finally
went home to Frankfurt and studied there.!® A rising number of Jews
were once finding places in public appointments and political life, but
these became virtually closed to Jews after the 1880s. They were also
closed, for different reasons, to Social Democrats and even to Liberals.
An army reserve commission was out of the question to Jews and the
new navy, although socially less élite than the army, sought to be no less

13 Richard S. Levy, The Downfall of the Anti-Semitic Political Parties in Imperial Germany
(New Haven, 1975), index s.v. ‘Elections’ and passim.

14 Massing, Rehearsal for Destruction, 66.

15 The episode is presented in Christhard Hoffmann, ‘Antiker Volkerhass und mod-
erner Rassenhass: Heinemann und Wilamowitz’, Quaderni di storia, 25 (Jan.-June,
1987), 145-57. I thank the author for bringing his study to my attention.
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exclusive and anti-Semitic.! Jews constituted no more than 0.4 per cent
of public employees at all levels. Only three Jews were allowed into the
diplomatic service, and converts apparently were treated no better.!’
There was a social gulf between Jews, including baptized Jews, and
others even at high levels of German economic life. This array of dis-
criminations demonstrates how deeply exclusion of the Jews pervaded
German life by the early twentieth century, above all at governmental
and semi-official levels. It also strengthened the Jews’ tendency to seek
their careers in independent business and professions, where market
forces and individual merit and not official policies played the decisive
role.1®

German parties of the Catholic centre and the left generally kept a dis-
tance from anti-Semitism, but only the Social Democrats rejected it with
any vigour. Repeatedly they heaped contempt upon the anti-Semitic
leaders. The party interpreted anti-Semitism in terms of the Marxian
social analysis it had officially adopted in 1891. It held that anti-
Semitism was the vain resistance of declining social classes to their
inevitable fate. Misguided people were persuaded by lying demagogues
serving the cause of capitalism and reaction that the Jews were the cause
of their misfortunes. In the words of Engels in 1890:

Anti-Semitism, therefore, is nothing but the reaction of the medieval, deca-
dent strata of society against modern society . . . under a mask of apparent so-
cialism it therefore serves only reactionary ends. . . If it is possible in a country,
that is a sign that there is not yet enough capital in that country.?

Some socialists held that anti-Semitism, although objectionable, served
the socialist cause as a movement of protest whose futility would in-

16 Holger H. Herwig, The German Naval Officer Corps: A Social and Political History,
1890-1918 (New York, 1971), 42 ff., 94 ff.

17 Lamar Cecil, The German Diplomatic Service, 1871-1914 (Princeton, 1976), 97-103.

18 Two books illustrate discrimination at the economic and political levels: W. E.
Mosse, The German-Jewish Economic Elite, 1820-1935 (Oxford, 1989) esp. 332-45, and
Peter Pulzer, Jews and the German State: The Political History of a Minority, 1848-1933
(Oxford, 1992), 108-47.

1 Quoted in Robert S. Wistrich, Socialism and