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Digest 

Naphtali Herz Wessely represents the transition of Jewish education 

from the ghetto to modernity. Wessely was a renown exponent of the early 

Haskalah while also being highly respected by the most traditional rabbis 

of the colTIIIIWlity. Wessely 1s primary vork in education, Divre Shalom Ve-emet, 

is a collection of four public letters , These letters provide the ess ential 

starting point in understanding modern Jeldsh educational philosophy. 

Chapter I: The first chapter presents Jewish education in an his t or ical 

perspective. It stresses that education renected the impor tance of the Law. 

By the eighteenth century Talmud was the all important goal of Jewish educa­

tion . The chapter also makes the point that the Ashkenazim and Sephardi.In 

held different educational views, 

Chapter II: Wessely' s educational philosophy mus t be placed within the 

context of the educational developments of the Enlightenment . This ch.apter 

establishes that context by discussing t.he pedagogies of Basedow, Pestalozzi, 

Kant, and Rousseau. 

Chapter III: Wessely's i..nmiecliate political stimulus ca.me from Joseph U . 

Joseph's Edicts of Toleration opened new educational avenues to Jews . The 

chapter examines these edicts i n their historical context and then considers 

the intent of Joseph's actions; should t.he required learning of the vernacular 

be considered an educational advance or an insidious device of conver sion. 

Chapter IV : T'ne chapter contains the biographical aspects of Wessely t.hat 

most s pecifically pertain to his educational philosophy. His family, prominent 

in the business world, pursued a life- style that a.fforded him opportunities 

to further his secular education. This chapter also points out why Wessely's 

years in the Sephardi community of Amsterdam were important in formulating 

his philosophy. 

- a -



Chapter V: The focus of the thesis, an analysis of Di.vre Shalom Ve-emet, 

is found in this chapter. The chapter confronts specifi.c terms that reflect 

Wessely's view, One such term is Derech Eretz which becomes for Wessely a 

bridge between secular and religious knowledge, He stresses the need for a 

balanced, graded, organized pedagogy. 

Chapter VI: The beginning of the chapter briefly discusses the comple~ prob­

lem of Rabbinical opposition to Wessely ' s first letter in 1782. The rest of 

the chapter considers the three other letters whi ch were written in response 

to the opposition. 

Chapter VII: Wessely was able to synthesize several different strains of 

thought and produce the philosophy in Divre Shalom Ve- emet. This chapter 

focuses upon the specific elements i n history and education that directly 

influenced Wessely and are evident in his pedagogy, 

Chapter VIII: This chapter contains a sketch of Wessely's immediate affect 

on Jewish education in Europe. It carefully considers the limitations of 

extending Wessely's affect to far beyond the European experience, In a 

short epilogue Wessely is placed within an almost contemporary context. 

- b-



PREFACE 

"Man can onl,y become man by education. He is merely what education 
l 

makes him." In this statement, Immanuel Kant, the great exponent of the 

German Enlighte!llllent, underscores the importance of education. Made at the 

end of the eighteenth century, his view represents a turning point in the 

philosophy and application of education throughout Europe. For the European 

Jew, too, Kant 1 s statement is of significance. To the degree that education 

became an undeniable asset in Jewish society's transition to modernity, it 

must be reckoned as an important factor in the Jew ' s cultural emancipation 

as well. Jewish education, as promulgated by the Haskalab, the Jewish 

counterpart of the Enlightenment, became the key which unlocked the cultural 

ghettoes of Europe's Jewry. ln its pursuit of educational refonn, the 

Haskalah was largely moti vated by the writings of Naphtali Herz Wessely 

(1725-1805), Wessely was one of the earliest noted authors and poets of 
2 

the Haskalah, as well as a renowned scholar of the Hebrew language. He 

was also an ardent supporter and colleague of Moses Mendelssohn, the philo­

sophical progenitor of the H.askalab. But Wessel.y 1 s aiost important role was 

in the transfonnation of the European Jew through his influence on Jewish 

education. 

Wessely 1 s philosophical pen produced the vanguard of all proposals 

for Jewish educational r eform in his pamphlet Divre Shalom Ve- emet, (~ 

of Peace and Truth). It consists of four public letters written during the 
J 

period 1782-1784. In these epistles the author urges the Jewish co111111unities 

in the greater Austrian-German area to introduce relevant secular studies 
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into Jewish schools. Although there are other specific changes for which 

Wessely argues, the essence of his work lies in its insistence that 

religious and secular studies be integrated. "The work is the first methodical 

composition in Hebrew on Jewish education written in the spirit of the 
4 

Haskalah. 11 Thus, Wessely and his works deserve special attention in any 

discussion of Jewish education's transition from the heder to the Jewish 

religious school of today . It will be to better understand that transition 

that this thesis pursues an analysis of Naphtali Herz Wessely 1 s educational 

philosophy, as it is presented in Divre Shalom Ve- emet. 

It should be noted that to date there are t wo works, both in manuscript 

form, that would greatly broaden the scope of inforlllcltion at hand, but 
5 

unfortunately they are unavailable. Although there is also an earlier 
6 

rabbinic thesis by Louis Segal on this very t .opic, l shall attempt to 

move beyond it by more fu.lly reconstructing the historical milieu of Wessely 

and by considering the implications of his educational philosophy. I shall 

not merely provide a translation or paraphrase of his work. Nor will I 
7 

use published articles and books on Wessely except as background for this 

dissertation. Essentially it is based upon his own words in Divre Shalom 

Ve-emet and his other works, and from them alone does it draw conclusions. 

In the attempt to better understand the dramatic change in Jewish 

educational institutions and Wessely 1s role in those changes, several 

questions MUst be brought to the fore. To what degree did the general 

philosophical tenor of Europe stimulate changes in Jewish education? 'was 

the illlfflediate political stimulus to educational reform misunderstood as 

emancipatory? To what extent was the problem of secular studies in Jewish 
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education unique to Asbkenazi Jewcy ? Was the Orthodox opposition to 

Wessely1 s pamphlet a valid prophecy of Wessely' s ultimate assimilatory 

influence? In vhat respect can Wessely' s educational refora be considered 

original, either philosophically or practically? These and other questions 

have spurred my research for this thesis , and the reader should note that 

the discussion which follows will reflect my attempt to deal with them. 

1n light of these questions , this thesis sets out two basic goals. 

The first is to establish some clearly defined connections between the general 

historical situation and the public letters of Wessel,y. Within my analysis 

of the overall historical setting I include the state of Jewish education 

at that time and the corresponding development of general education, the 

European philosophical enlightenment, and final.ly the Edicts of Tolerati on 

of J oseph II. A probe of each area s hould clearly r eveal that Wessely was 

directly influenced by his historical situation. The second goal will be 

to provide so111e detailed specific insights into Wessely ' s educational 

philosophy. Her e I shall endeavor to advance beyond earlier works on this 

topic that do not offer adequate comparisons between Wessely and conteuporary 

general and Jewish educators. 



Chapter l 

Jewish F,ducation in Historical Perspective 

Professor Charles Ozer very concisely states the intent of Jewish 

education prior to the modern period: "Jewish education before Wessely was 

quite unifonn, because all Jewish co111111u."lities, in all regions, agreed on 

its ultimate aim. This aim was to develop and foster a deep and abiding 
l 

loyalty to Jewish tradition." Thus, the purpose of Jewish education was 

to sustain Judaism. The methodologies used in this pursuit had varied 

little since the earliest post- biblical period. During talmudic times 

education depended upon the Oral Law for interpretations of the biblical 

law. "The general Jewish school systems dealt neither with Greek culture 

nor with their language ... the basic intention was to make the boy partici­

pate in public study of Torah and to encourage him to take part in the 
2 

development and broadening of the Oral tradition." The Torah is the 

essential content of education through the t almud ic period, but as the 

dispersion of the Jews increased and we move into the medieval period, the 

balance shifts. From the tenth century onward, the Pentateuch continues 

only as the stepping stone in the Jew's studies. In this period, when 

Spain and Southern France produced the great Jewish commentators and 

philosophers of the Middle Ages, the Law of the Rabbis was e~hasized . 

Mastery of Mishnah and Gemara became the goal of education. Proficiency in 

these works meant survival for Judaism's way of life. Most curricula 

provided courses in prayer, some history, and basic writing in the vernacular. 

A few had courses in secular areas. Howeve~ everything was studiEld either 



- 2-

in connection with, or as secondary to, the Rabbinic law. 

The development of Talmudic studies reaches its height by the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. By now Jewish co111Dunities financial].y 

support assorted hadarim and yeshivot. "The emphasis in the curriculum was 

given to the Talmud and this fact aroused considerable protest, especiall.J' 
3 

from those who were shocked at the neglect of the Bible and Mishnah." 

Although Torah had to be taught first, the study of Ta:lroud was the essence, 

and as before, everything else was secondary. "The st'.ldent who lmew Bible 

and especialq Talmud could proceed by himself to understand Jewish litera-

ture: the Siddur, the Mahzor, the COllllllentaries, the codes, the ethical 

books, homiletical writings, casuistic writings and the philosophical 
4 

writings.'' By Wessel.J'' s time Jewish education bad evolved into a pedagogy 

specializing i n Judaism's canon law, the Talmud. 

Together with the fomal study of Talmud in the schoolroom, the f amily 

and its way of life played a central role in Jei.rish education. "The family • • . 

unconscious].y served as an educational instrument when it fulfilled its 

social functions. Since it provided the principal framework for adult social 
s 

activity, children, too, took so111e part in it .... " Children lived what 

they learned. Either they individually participated, as in prayer, or they 

shared in the experience of the family, as in the laws of Kashrut . The 

Jewish child throughout history has seen in his family and co111111unity the 

values, rituals, and laws he has studied, as they were practiced in daily 

life. Thus, an important r elat ionship existed between education and 

prac~ice. This relationship will help us to understand the nature of Wessely 1 s 

refoms and his influence on Jewish education. Realizing that the aim of 
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Jewish education throughout history has been to perpetuate Judaism by 

using the Written and Oral Law as its primary medium, we must now consider 

in historical perspective each period up to Wessely 1 s time. 

During the tannaitic (70-220 ) and amoraic (220-500 ) periods, Jewish 

education introduced the importance of the study of the Law. Whereas in 

all later periods, the fruits of Jewish learning were either co1111Dentaries 

or codifications of the Law, the talmudic period produced the actual 

literature, mastery of which was to become basic for all later educational 

goals. The Oral tradition was an integral part of education on all levels, 

but in order to develop this Oral tradition students engaged primarily in 

the study of the biblical text, usually beginning with Leviticus. This 

enabled them to understand the basis of Oral legislation and interpretations, 

as well as to arrange their lives around the mitzvot. Study was universally 

obligatory, since education, considered a form of Divine worship, was itself 

commanded. Hence the student was fulfilling a commandment, while gaining 

knowledge. However, in this period knowledge was secondary to actual 

involvement in Jewish life: 

The Jewish school was intended to instruct the pupil in 
the reading and understanding of Scripture, in the know­
ledge of the traditions of the Oral Law so as to p~epare 
him for the study of Torah and for Divine Worship . 

Already in this early period of diaspora history, Jewish education was 

closed to the secular subj ects of other schools. This fact becomes one of 

the central points of reference in all later refor111 of Jewish education. 

Study during the &.111oraic period was regulated by age as this allowed 

tbe students to master one phase or the Lav, the Torah, as young children, 
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Jewish Education in Historical Perspective 

Professor Charles Ozer very concisely states tne intent of Jewish 

education prior to the modern period: "Jewish education before Wessely was 

quite unifonn, because all Jewish cof1llllunities, in all regions, agreed on 

its ultimate aim. This aim was to develop and foster a deep and abiding 
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loyalty to Jewish tradition . " Thus, the purpose of Jewish education was 

to sustain Judaism. The methodologies used in this pursuit had varied 

little since the earliest post-biblical period. During talmudic times 

education depended upon the Oral Law for interpretations of the biblical 

law. "The general Jewish school systems dealt neither with Greek culture 

nor with their language ..• tbe basic intention was to make the boy partici­

pate in public study of Torah and to encourage him to take part in the 
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development and broadening of the Oral tradition." The Torah is the 

essential content of education thr ough the talmudic period, but as the 

dispersion of the Jews increased and we move into the medieval period, the 

balance shifts. From the tenth century onward, the Pentateuch continues 

only as the stepping stone in the Jew's studies. In this period, when 

Spain and Southern France produced the great Jewish co!lllllentators and 

philosophers of the Middle Ages, the Law of the Rabbis was emphasized. 

Mastery of Mishnah and Gemara became the goal of education. Proficiency in 

these works meant survival for Judaism's way of life. Most curricula 

provided courses in prayer, some history, and basic writing in the vernacular. 

A few bad courses in secular areas. Howeve~ everything was studied either 
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in connectioc.. with, or as secondary to, the Rabbinic la . .,. 

The development of Talmudic studies reaches its height by the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. By now Jew-ish co,llllllunities financially 

support assorted hadarirn and yeshivot. "The e111phasis i.n the curr iculum was 

given to the Talmud and this fact aroused considerable protest, especially 
3 

from those who were shocked at the neglect of the Bible1 and Mishnah." 

Although Torah had to be taught first, the study of Talmud was the essence, 

and as before, everything e lse was secondary. "The st~1dent who knew Bible 

and especially Talmud could proceed by himself to understand Jew-ish litera-

ture : the Siddur, the Mahzor, the coromentaries, the cc,des, the ethical 

books, horniletical writings, casuistic writings and thu philosophical 
4 

writings . " By Wessely 1 s time Jew-ish education had evc,lved into a pedagogy 

specializing in Judaism' s canon law, the Talmud. 

Together W"ith the fonnal study of Talmud in the schoolroom, the family 

and its way of life played a central role in Jelo'i sh education. "The family .•• 

unconsciously served as an educational instru~ent lo'hen it fulfilled its 

social functions. Since it provided the principal frllJjnework for adult social 
s 

activity, children, too, took some part in i t .. .. " Children lived what 

they learned. Either they indivi dually part icipated, as in praye r, or they 

shar ed in the exper ience of t he family, as in the lalo':3 of Kashrut. The 

Jerisb chil d t h roughout history has see n in his f amily and colllJ!lunity the 

values, rit uals , and laws he has studied, as they i.e re practiced in daily 

life. Thus, an important r ela t ionship exist ed between education and 

practice. This relationship will help us to understand the nature of Wessely' s 

refonns and his influence on Jewish educati on. Reali z.ing t hat t he aim of 
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J ewish education throughout history has been to perpetuate Judaism by 

using the Written and Oral Law as its primary medium, we must now consider 

in historical perspective each period up to Wessely 1 s time. 

During the tannaitic (70- 220) and amoraic (220- 500) periods, Jewish 

education introduced the importance of the study of the Law. Whereas in 

all later periods, the fruits of Jewish learning were either commentaries 

or codifications of the Law, the talmudic period pr oduced the actual 

literature, mastery of which was to become basic for all later educational 

goals. The Oral t radition was an integral part of education on all levels, 

but in order to develop this Oral tradition students engaged primarily in 

the study of the biblical text, usually beginning with Leviticus . This 

enabled them to understand the basis of Oral legislation and interpretations, 

as well as t o arrange their lives around the mitzvot. Study was universally 

obli gatory, since education, considered a form of Divine worship, was itself 

co111D1anded . Hence the student was fulfilling a commandment, while gaining 

knowledge. However, in this period knowledge was secondary to actual 

involvement in Jewish life: 

The Jewish school was intended to instruct the pupil in 
the reading and understanding of Scripture, in the know­
ledge of the traditions of the Oral Law so as to p~epare 
him for the study of Torah and for Divine Worship. 

Already in this early period of diaspora history, Jewish education was 

closed to the secular subj ects of other schools. This fact becomes one of 

the central poi nts of reference in all later refonu of Jewish education. 

Study during the amoraic period was regulated by age as this allowed 

the students to master one phase ot the Lav, the Torah, as yotmg children, 



and the other phase, the Oral tradition, as early adolescents. "According 

to the Mishnah, the period of study is di vided int o two stages. At five 
7 

years one begins the s t udy of Torah, at ten years, the study of Kishnah. 11 

Not only was the age of the student a matter of concern, but also t.be teacher 

and bis pedagogy. We know from references in the Mishnah and Talmud that 

if fathers could not teach their sons Torah, they were obligated to procure 

a tutor for the child. 

The basic pedagogy used during the tannaitic and amoraic periods was 

oral repetition and listening rather than writing. Students would learn to 

read by listening to the sounds of letters after having learned their shapes. 

Teachers repeated passages several times so that by oral repetition the 

students actively or passively memorized the material. This pedagogy renects 

the means by which the Jews established an entire series of laws and collected 

their oral arguments. The methodology was also consistent with the rigid 

nature of the curricula: having a detennined amount of material, the student 

could master i t by repetition rather than by conceptual learning. Thus_, 

students were trained not only in the necessary source material, but also 

in the actual method of developing and transmitting the Oral Law. 

The educational process of the talmudic period provided one more 

important soci al function: it made for equality within the Jewish population, 

This is not to say that there was no elite scholarly class, but rather that 

the general level of literacy was high. "There can be no doubt that for the 

duration the tannaitic and amoraic periods, the spread of education served 

as one of the important causes for the disappearance of the Am Haaretz as a 
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distinctive group, and created a feeling of social and spiritual equality 
8 

among all sectors of the people . " Thus education pla,yed a role in sus-

taining the faith and social roorale of the people. 

In sum, Jewish education in the tannaitic and amoraic periods sets 

down the essential format which is followed with some slight alterations in 

the future. The study of the Law is the basis of individual involvement in 

Jewish life; thus the Law becomes the center of concern in education. The 

Torah is fundamental to the early period, and with the Pentateuch as its 

foundation , the Oral Law was developed and finally compiled in the Mishnah 

and Gemara . This period of the Oral t radition produced the source of study 

for all later generations, a source devised to preserve a people in diaspora. 

The growth and development of the Law was the central issue for 

education during the talllludic period, but in the medieval period we shall 

find an added issue of concern. During this span of Jewish history (ca.75O­

ca.1600) there developed a clear distinction between the philosophies and 

life-styles of the Ashkenazi and Sephardi Jew. Taking account of this 

difference is absolutely essential in any attempt to understand Wessely, 

though writers on Wessely have tended to ignore it. The Sepbardim, ~ost 

specifically those who were active during the Golden Age of Spain, represented 

the first great diaspora Je."i.sh coffllllunity to produce scholars in secular 

fields. That is to say, the Law was still essent ial and still the foundation 

of all education, but now Jewish mi nds had an opportunit.y to come in contact 

with secular subjects. There is a very important r eason for this Sephardi 

characteristic: ".More t han the r est of the Jews in the Diaspora, the 

Spanish Jews were rooted in the life of their count ry and specifically in 
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the surrounding Christian culture; they were working partners in the for-
9 

mation of that culture." Thus coming in contact witb at least t wo rich 

cultures, Christian and Arab, they did not develop a c1osed, protectively 

particularistic attitude to the outside world . 

The Sephardi educational structure closely resembled a modern system 

of Jewish education. It had a curriculum which, in addition to rabbinic 

works, included a systematic study of the Hebrew language and its grallllllar , 

tbe Prophets and Wisdom literature of the Bible, and Hebrew poetry. An 

extant curriculum, used in Spain in the t welfth century, renects not mer ely 

the essential Jewish subjects, centered around the Talmud, as above, but 

also the following secular areas: philosophy, logic, mathematics, geometry, 

optics, astronomy (including astrology }, music, mechanics, natural sciences. 
10 

medicine and metaphysics. Graetz aptly characterized the Sephardi Jews 

of this period when he stated , "The knowledge of the period was neither 

one- sided nor barren; on the contrary, it was full of bealthy life, useful 
11 

and productive . " The importance of the introduction of secular subj ects 

WGS far-reaching, for it became an essential difference between tbe Sephardim 

and Ashkenazim. The educational implications of this difference were not 

confined to the Jews of Spain; rather, we see the Sephardi curricula of Italy 

and Holland sin,ilarly open to a systematic approach in Jewish areas as well 

as to secular subj ects. The essence of the educationa.l goal in the Sephardi 

communities became " ..• to t rain individuals to be at ease in Italian ~eneral 

secula!7 life and society as well as faithful Jews, rather than talmudic or 
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The Sephardi curriculum which included secular 

studies along with the study of the Law, reflected itself in the totality 

of religious life: 

•.• The Sephardic communities evolved their specilic 
form of Judaism. It was an eclectic form, combining 
the truth of the Bible and Tallllud with the wisdom of 
Aristotle and Plato, the liturgical poetry of the 
prayer books with the style of the Arabian aivans. 
The Sephardic heritage became a colorful mosaic of 
11\YSticism and rationalism, philosophy and ta.l.mudism, 
poetry and science.13 

In contrast, the Ashkenazi communities developed an educational 

system along very different lines. Unlike the Sephardi Jews who mixed 

socially as well as economically with their surrounding communities, the 

Ashkenazim made up almost total ly autonomous enclaves set apart from the 

outside world. Their way of life was completely oriented to the exacting 

regulations of Jewish law. "Kno1dedge of Torah, strict observance of the 

coa:mandments and coa1plete devotion to 0-d and to Israel were the exclusive 
lu 

objectives in the rearing and teaching of the young generations." Tallllud, 

not t he developing secular sciences and arts, was the foundation of all 

education in these communities. During the medieval period "Ashkenazi 
l!;, 

Jewry was sorr.ewhat monolithic," and this is apparent. in its approach to 

education. For the Ashkenazi comunities continued solely to develop the 

study of Talmud. 

Unlike the Sephardic Jews, the Ashkenazim were isolated 
frov. their neighbors, by edict and also by preference. 
In their centers of learning, traditional t almuciism 
remained ' uncontaminated ' by non- Jewish culture. There 
was no place in their writings for worldly poetry and 
philosophy, but only for heavy volumes of rabbinical 
co~mentary an~ Jiscussion. All life was oriented toward 
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rigorous fulfillment of the commandments, reported 
in the Torah and expounded in the Talmud. No detail 
was too trivial to have a root in some religious prescription; 
the word of G-d resounded through every act of daily life,16 

This situation continued almost completely unchanged until Wessely 1 s time, 

The curricula and the pedagogy used in the schools of the Middle 

Ages were approximately the same as in the earljer periods. During the 

eighth and ninth centuries in Babylonia the intent of the curricula was 

toKard involvement in Jewish life. "The elementary school 1s chief aim was 

to prepare the boy for participation in the synagogue service. The ability 
17 

to read was the first obj ective • . •. • Teachers still used repetition and 

memorization as the basis f or learning . The basic Jewish curriculum, one 

graded by natural age, i.ras a progression from Torah to Mishnah and then t o 

Gemara. Within the framework of t hese three subjects Ashkenaziu, and 

Sephardim received the fundamental education that allowed involvement in 

Jewish life. The extent of the Jew's dispersion motivated the curricula 

to also p r ovide the kind of education that would maintain some fonn of 

community among the people. This resulted in uniform religious practices 

i111Plying a unity of the Jewish people . 

Jewish learning could be maintained with only the Hebrew language, but 

secular studies required knowledge of the vernacular. For the Sephardim the 

knowledge of Arabic was essential for any worldly venture. "Judah ibn 

Tibbon (1120-1190), in his testament to his son , stated that 1as you kno1,, 

the great men of our people did not achieve their high position except 
16 

through their knowledge of Arabic. '" No sio:ilar need for the vernacular 
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was felt in the Ashkenazi school. "The Ashkenazim banished all foreign 

languages froir. their literature, which i.-as written only in Hebrew, the 

language of the Bible. For everyday use, Yiddish became their language and 
19 

it has remained theirs through years of migration a.nd change." This 

language difference was reflected in the respecti ve scholars of the period. 

The Sephardim produced poets, philosophers, and scientists in areas dependent 

upon secular studies in Arabic. The Ashkenazim produced the great commenta­

tors, Rashi and the Baale Tosafot, as well as some early codifications of the 

Law, all reflecting the unified thrust of Jewish studies in these communities. 

With this understanding of the developments of the medieval period, we can 

now approach the period just preceding Wessely. 

In the late medieval period (16th- 18th centuries ) the Jewish educational 

system of Ashkenazi Jewry was fully developed and extensive, but it re111ained 

isolated. For the Ashkenazim continued to live as they had for centuries 

before in closed autonomous colll!lluni ties, almost completely shut off from 

the outside world. It should again be noted that this was both forced and 

voluntary segregation. The influence of thi s segregation on European Jews 

between the 16th and 18th centuries produced very little exposure to s ecular 

education. "In considering the range of studies in the Jewish schools 

during our period (16th-18th centuries), it must be borne in mL~d that the 

secular school was inaccessible to the Jewish child, since in Christian 

countries education of any kL~d was confessional. ln consequence, the sub­

jects he studied were all related specifically to J ewish learning, extending 
20 

from Aleph Bet to the ralmud 1,ith all its commentaries." For the mastery 

of this knowledge there were various levels of hadarim, Talmud Torahs (for 

those who could not afford~) and yeshi vot for advanced stlrlents. 
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All facets of this Jewish education were controlled by the kebillah and the 

local rabbinate. lf one couples this autonomous, insulated rule with a 

Christian colllllluni ty that is closed to the J ei.·, then one can understand 

the basis of Jewish educational philosophy. The exclusive nature of Jewish 

education isolated the Jew from the outside secular world. "These schools, 

though they taught some elementary arithmetic and the reading and writing 

of Judeo-Gennan, were otherwise devoted exclusively to religious subject 
21 

111atter. 11 The absence of secular subjects was basic to Wessely1 s concern, 

but his criticis~ of the heder included other factors as well. 

The heder was the center of education for most people . Lilenthal 

describe::! one of the hadarim in Vilna: "All {the teacher~7 were teaching 

at once, so that the noise and confusion made by the teachers and pupils 
22 

were insufferable. " The physical size and quality of the facility was 

also lacking, but this criticism could be cited against all educational 

facilities in this period. The heder system in Poland and Galicia, for 

example, educated the child from age three to thirteen. There were three 

stages: elementary~• Hu~osh heder, and Talmud heder. Each had its 

particular goal, but all of them taught only the essential religious sub­

jects. A.fter completing the Talmud heder, the student , if able, continued 

to the yeshiva, which was~ concerned with Talmud and its couJnentaries. 

This system had long ceased to be subject to reevaluation, so that by the 

time of Wessely, the heder system of education was not only rigidly talmudic 

but also educationally insufficient in the general preparation of the child. 

"The heder lacked homogenity, gradation of study, and failed to provide for 

those children who had neither the capacity nor inclination for Talmud 
23 

study." 
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The same failure to separate the students into vi able groups was 

also present in general education at this time. We will see later that 

refol"'llls in this area directly motivated Wessely to more properly grade 

students in Jewish schools. Further, t here was a lack of curricular 

integration between the hadari111, even sometuies wi thin the same heder. 

Each teacher followed his Dw-n plan and often this meant so111e a reas were 

lacking. For instance, not every child coll'lpleted the Torah, for it was 

taught according to the sidriil and often the complete portion was not 

taught or there was no reinforcement. "Not every part of the Sidrah was 

studied but only such portions as the child could learn well in one week, 

even if i t was only a single chapter. The aim was to develop general 

familiarity with this source and an ext ensive Hebrew vocabulary, rather 
2u 

than teach graamar or history or interpretation of the Bible." Hence, 

the Bible was for so~e a mediUJII for learning Hebrew, since as a language, 

Hebrew was not included in the curriculu111. "The curriculu111 was strictly 

Jewish. Only in a few rare cases was a S111attering of ari tbmetic included. 

The Hebrew language and gr&llllllar, as well a s Bible, were neglected. Hishna, 

too, was omitted to a large extent. Talmudic study was the order of the 
25 

da,y ... · " The method used for learning Talmud was rote memorization, and 

rapid mechanical reading. "I t {Talmu~7 was taught, in parrot-like fashion, 

to every child from the earliest age, even though the entire subject, in 
26 

ina.ny instances was above the child ' s level of comprehension." Rote 

learning was not unique to the study of Talmud; for on the lowest level of 

the heder, "the process of learning is the endless repetition of unfamiliar 
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Bebrew words, memorizing each letter, each syllable, the rote meaning of 

each vord, t ranslated separately without reference to gramsnar or derivation. 
27 

Real understanding of the text is left for later." This rigid pedagogy 

which sought knowledge without understanding is evaluated by Jacob Katz: 

By any rational criterion, this method of teaching 
must be considered unsatisfactory. Despite the 
considerable public attention paid to education, s ome 
persons remained unable to read, write or even sign 
their names. But even those who did absorb the 
knowledge which the heder was in position to transmit 
were equipped with formal achievements of an unquestionably 
fragmenta ry nature.28 

A prime factor in the deficiency of pedagogy and curriculum was 

the quality of the teacher in the hadarim. Although there were exceptions, 

the melamed in central and eastern Europe in general did not have the 

competence to teach. "· .. In essence, heeler education was entrusted to 

teachers who were not distinguished, either by their knowledge or their 
29 

formal preparation for t he task. 11 0 f a later period Zborowski notes: 

"The dardeki melamed {elementary teache!7, who lives by selling lihat should 

be given, is not even a learned man. II he wer e, he would be a rabbi or a 
30 

teacher of advanced students . " It is true that yeshiva graduates or more 

learned men taught in the upper levels of ~ and in yeshivot . Since 

more often than not the melamdim were from countries other than the ones in 

which they taught and were unable to reside in them permanently , there was 

al.ways a fluctuation in faculty . Aside from t eacher incompe tence and fre­

quent change of teachers, studen ts were soaetimes plagued by an atlllosphere 

of fear generated by their instructors. "Memories of childhood often include 

accounts of the melamed 1 s punishments - a field in which he usually showed 
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Jl 
more energy and enterprise than in the field of letters." Often this 

system of corporal punishment was used to coerce the children to recite or 

memorize better. But these inadequacies in the heder system of Ash.kenazi 

Europe never prevented the aim of Jewi.sh education from being realized, the 

aim being the continuation of talmudic scholarship, 

The heart of the heder and the yeshiva lfas the Talmud. Everything 

else, religious and secular, was pushed aside and the student was expected 

to pick it up on bis own or wi.th a private tutor. "The study of Talmud, 

which occupied so much of the time of the heder and the yeshiva, was not a 
32 

means to an end but an end in itself." Talmud precluded the study of secu-

lar areas because it provided a direction and fulfillment for every Jew 1 s 

life; hence the teacher did all he could to guide the student to the Talmud. 

"The teacher' s aim was to hasten the child on to Talmud as quickly as 

possible mainly to please the parents and consequently most of the other 
33 

subjects were lightly touched upon or ignored altogether." The main object 

was ultimately to have the student in the yeshiva study the Talmud by him­

self. The heder and yeshiva in their maintenance of the Talmud ' s hegemony, 

ren.ected the Jew1 s way of life in the ghetto. "lo the enclosed life of 

the ghetto there was little need of anything out s i de of di stinctive Jelfish 
Jo 

learning." Talmudic studies began at age seven or ei ght and for the 

scholar continued the rest of his life. The Talmud became for the Jew of 

the ghetto bis guide f or both his holy and profane existence. Since external 

pressu~es prevented him f rom parti cipating in the outside Christian society, 

the Jew voluntarily stayed within bis world of the Law and strict religious 

life. The removal of the realm of study from reali ty is indicated by a 
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method of learning, called pilpul, developed by students and teachers . 

With the beginning of tbe sixteenth century this casuistic logic of ar gu­

mentation allowed scholars to perform mental gymnastics in hilulcim 

(dialectical talmudic discourses ) as an exerci se in talmudic exper tise. 

Some scholars admitted that little if any practical value was derived from 

this, yet minds were sharpened for the continued study of Talmud. 

Besides the basic character istic of studying the Law, one finds an 

even closer relationship between Jewish education and the fU1i l.y and its 

practices at tbis time. The aims of the entire Jewish society and its 

values were reflected in t ile heder system of this period: " . . . The 

institutions of education present the values of society in their purest 
35 

fo1"111 in addressing themselves to the rising generation." The famil,¥ 

a microcosm of society synthesized the facts into a way of life. "Its 

_lthe family ' =? educational influence was ~ependent on the breadth of the 
36 

social base ... the structure of the family was similar to that of society." 

Thus if the family's or society ' s way of life stressed the importance of 

every j ot and tittle of Rabbinic law, then the heder reflected this pattern 

in its curriculum . Katz concludes, "Tbe heder supplemented the knowledge of 

tradition which the child absorbed from the direct social channels (the 
37 

family , the synagogue, the street ... ) . " As in the previous periods of 

Jewish history discussed, education and daily life tended to dovetail if 

not completely duplicate one another. "The whole life in the heder was 

religiously Jewish. The chi ld lear ned in heder what he bad to do at home 

or in the synagogue and, at times, life in heder was but a reflection of 
38 

these institutions. " 
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There are two basic conclusions that can be drawn from this historical 

survey of Jewish education before Wessely . First, the essence of Jewish 

education lay within tbe limits of the Law, in the Torah and the Talmud. 

By the time of Wessely, tbe Ashkenazim of central and eastern Europe 

maintained an elaborate system of hadarim in which the curricula were directed 

to Talmud. In contrast, the Sephardi curricula, wh.ile giving a central role 

to Jewish learning, reflected a broader goal in education and encouraged 

secular subjects that were excluded in the Asllkenazi curricula. Second, 

education served to perpetuate a particular way of life. The family and 

the heder were tightly interwoven . The hannony between the way of life and 

education was maintained as long as Jews lived in their own closed- off 

co1J1D1unities; but as emancipation approached this was no longer true. As 

the pressure of a new age mounted and ghetto life changed, some began to 

feel that a shift was called for in educational goals and methods. It became 

desirable to shift from a rigid heder system to some mean between religious 

and secular education. Understanding the oature of the traditional. Jewish 

educational. goals and methods as they developed historically is necessary 

background for an analysis of the early 00ightenment 1 s influence on 

Jewish educational philosophy . 
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Chapter II 

T'ne Enlightenment and Its Influence on Education 

The philosophical mood of the eighteent h century is best represented 

by the movement tel"Gled Enlighte11111ent. The Aufklll.rung of Gennany, which 

carried the banner of reason against the superstitions and conservative 

theologies of previous centuries, had its counterparts in England and 

France. In the seventeenth century in England John Locke stressed 

rationalism. In the late eighteenth century in France Rousseau traced th.e 

origins of rationalism to the state of nature. The Enlightenment awakened 

man' s reason so that past beliefs were critically reevaluated. It was an 

age in which the state was called upon to function for man rather than man 

for the state. This utilitarian political philosophy focused on the effec­

tiveness of man's actions; hence, ma.n ' s preparation to live in the world 

became important; and thus, the Enlightenment was very concerned with the 

role of education: 

The philosophy of the Enlightenment insisted on man's 
essential autonolll,Y, IIIB.n is responsible to himself, to 
his own rational interests , to his self-develop111ent, 
and, by an inescapable extension, to the welfare of 
his fellow man. For the philosophers man was not a sinn~r, 
at least not by nature • . . the individual may hope for 
improveinent, through his own efforts - through education ...• 1 

If man needed improvement and the state was dependent upon his ability 

to reach his highest potential, then education played an essential political 

as well as philosophical role in the Enlightenment. "Whatever the govern­

ment is, such are the schools. Education should be an integral part of the 
2 

state for two reasons; it shapes it, and it is shaped by it. 11 Education 
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in the Enlightenment also bad power: the power to provide the state rith 

good citizens, who had tbe necessary rational knowledge to work effectively 

for their o.n welfare as well as that of others. This boasic tenet of the 

Enlighten111ent i nfluenced those 111en who attempted sweeping reforms of Europe ' s 

educational systems. 

There was a need for reforms in general education, since schools did 

not provide students with the essentials necessary to ltve in an enlightened 

society. The schools were conservative institutions that maintained the 

status quo of previous centuries vi th out preparing stud1mts for their i 111111ediate 

real world. "What he [t'he studeny bad learned during his brief scholastic 

career bore little, ti' any, relationship to the kind of life he would lead 
3 

in society .... " Two prominent philosophers of the French Enlightenment 

evaluated the state of education as £ollows: 

The French curriculum, he (Diderot ) thought , produced 
graduates who are thoroughly tired, thoroughly bored, 
thoroughly chastened, and thoroughl,y ignorant . . . Voltaire 
summed up these charges ... about the educatiopal standard 
in his day. "I learned Latin and nonsense.11d.1 

Besides schools providing the "nonsense" of theology, there were poor teachers 

and ungraded non-structured classrooms: 

Teachers, either poorl,y prepared or totall.J, unfit for the 
classroom, accepted teaching positions when they could 
find nothing else to do or accepted their appointment and 
tried to teach besides engaging in their r e·gular occupation 
or trade ... classes were ungraded; boys and gir ls - if girls 
went to school at all - were herded into tbe same schoolroom, 
and studied whatever the t eacher happened t,o be able to 
teach. Neither a studrt's maturity nor his scholastic 
achievement count ed . .. 

The critical tenor of the Enlighterunem, pointed up thes e insufficiencies in 

education and proposed a new set of goals. F.ducation 11as to be no l onger 
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considered a matter of social refinement for gentlemen only, but rather a 

llleans of producing good citizens with sound minds. "It should encourage 

the free development of the pupi.l 1 s most promising faculties, and oot con-
6 

fine them in a strait jacket. 11 Education became the medium for a relevant 

preparation for life. The Enlightenment suggested reforms in education that 

took the school room out of the Middle Ages . 

The need for sweeping reform in the general educational systems of 

the eighteenth century was not a unique need . The atmosphere oi' reform 

had an ini'luence on the corresponding Jewish educational system. As was 

discussed in the previous chapter, the state of Jewish education ( the heder 

system) was no better in terms of curricular structure and teachers. Thus 

we shall find elements of the Enlightenment••relevance 1 graded pedagogy, and 

refinement of La.nguage.•in the rei'orms of Wessely. The Enlightenment con-

cept of education during this period gave Wessely some or the impetus to 

criticize Jewish schools. The following discussion of educati onal philosophies 

and reforms presents some points of reference for an understanding of Wessely 

and his relationship to educational reform in the Enlightenment. 

Three philosophers best represent the kind of educational philosophy 

that influenced Wessely. John Locke (l6J2-170u), Immanuel Kant (172u-180u) , 

and Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712-1788) all show their intense concern for the 

present status versus the potential of education in an age of reason. Locke 

began ~he battle for educational reform in hi s essay Some Thought Concerning 

F,ducation. Locke was one of th e firs t to argue for relevancy in the curricu­

lum, and to urge education for future careers rather than the study of 
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polished classical Latin texts. Further, he criticized the age- old pedagogy 

of tbe schools. "Locke denounced the traditional 111ethod of teaching by 
7 

rote, and thought it wholly inappropriate to beat cbil.dren .• . " He argued 

for reforms in education under the aegis of rationalism, tbus making cor­

poral punisblllent and memorization the antithesis of man's aim in education. 

Nearly a century later Imianuel Kant, tbe great Genian philosopher, took 

up the fight for better schools in his essay Education. Kant saw education 

as the untapped well of man ' s future perfection. Education should improve 

man' s life with his fellow man. "The basis of a scheme of education must 

be cosmopolitan .•. It is throuih good education that all the good in the 
8 

world arises." Kant ' s vision of education stressed the destiny of man, 

not his i111D1ediate future. For Kant, the lack of uniformity in education 

resulted in man's sorrowful disunited state of existence. He wanted a 

system to educate men to fulfill their common natural potentials, "for with 
9 

education is involved the great secret of the perfection of human nature." 

The last philosopher, Jean Jacques Rousseau, represents the French Enlighten­

ment. Rousseau was a naturalist and in his fB.111ous work Emile he discussed 

a naturalistic educational philosophy. For Rousseau there was a direct 

correlation between the status of education and the status of society; hence, 

educational refonn became political reform: 

Rousseau approached the issue of educational reform from 
the point of view of social theory, he began in Elnile, to 
remold society by remolding the individual. Hisaim°of 
education was to make the person a unit~ a whole being, 
capable of finding himself in society.lu 
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Tbis philosophy of naturalism stressed man's need for a natural, unhindered 

development of skills and knowledge. Any application of Rousseau ' s educational 

concepts took into consideration the student' s natural ability and the re­

lationship established between pupil and teacher. The critical a5Pects of 

education proposed by these thinkers were reflected in the actual refonDs 

of education proposed and attempted in the eighteenth century. 

The two educators wbo most influenced Wessely were J ohann Bernhard 

Basedow (1724- 1790) and J ohn Henry Pestalozzi (1746-1827 ) . Both of these 

gentlemen will receive more attention in a later chapter dealing with the 

5Pecific influences on Wessely 1s educational reforms. They not only wrote 

about pedagogy during the Enlightenment but used its theories in their 

classrooms. Basedow was the Oe:nun educator who brought to actuality the 

educational. phi losophies of Locke and Rousseau . In his basic pedagogical. 

formulation, Elementarwerk, Basedow provided a handbook for teaching and 

caring for children. In 1774 be c~mpleted tbis work of four parts, and it 

quickly became a landmark in Enlightenment educational theory. Basedow•~ 

concept of progressive education, which stressed the use of the vernacular 

rather than Latin, was partially a product of his own enlightened education. 

In 1774 after bis Elementarwerk received popular support, Basedow, unable 

to receive royal support for a special school, opened his PhilanthropinUIII 

in Dessau. 

Basically, he devP.loped the Philanthropi num in order to have an 

opportunity to apply his theories. I t was a strictly non- denominational 

boarding school for boys and girls. Basedo. wanted his Philanthropinum to 

cultivate the students• love for all humanity. "The objective of education 
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must be to educate .. . a European, whose life will be as blameless, usefUl, 
11 

and as contented as can be brought about through education . " Basedow1 s 

pedagogy was radical in many ways; for instance, he had children play games 

rather than memorize . In order to learn, children had to experience, so 

Basedo"' used "obj ect lessons'' to convey concepts. He graded all cl asses 

according t o ability and fixed a curriculum that was foll olo/ed throughout all 

grades. A product of the Enlightenmeot 1 E Deism, he fought against the 

church ' s domination of the school system. Basedow1 E Dessau Philanthropinum 

directly influenced Wessely but we shall wait for a detailed comparison 

of the two educators. 

The other great educator, representative of the Enlightenment' s 

educational refonn, was John Henry Pestalozzi , a Swiss educator. Pestalozzi 

furthered the educator ' s psychol ogical concern for the pupil. He was one 

of the first men to propose schooling for the very poor as social refo:nr.. 

He was influenced by the Enlightenment and soon after he left home, he 

abandoned bis family ' s Refonnation piety for a view of life more compatible 

with naturaljsm. 

The first and foremost aim of education for Pestalozzi was t he 

perfection of mankind : 

Pestalozzi was certain that by this time education would 
have provided the means of giving the r i ght exper iences, 
the right training and environment, to produce the right 
kind of citizen for the state. Both of Pes talozzi I s chief 
goals - improving the condition of the individual man and 
improving society by the cumulative bettering of members of 
society - would be achieved by education.12 

Pestalozzi pursued these goals in hi s educational work, How Gertrude Teache~ 
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Education. More biportant than anything else was Pestaloni I a desire t or 

universal education. His wrlc with the poor proved to hitn that even 

see111nCl,y untalented children responded to love and could leani a great 

deal if there was concern on th.e part of the teacher. 

The democratic ruiitications ot educational theories and practices 

like these of Baaedow and Peataloni were i-ense. Not onl¥ bad thq 

refor.d educational stn1cturea but the7 bad also established education as 

a powerful ■ediua in t he ewiancipation or all undell)rivi leged peoples and 

classes. Through the schools that were created by the philoaopbers caa 

people wbo were educated and prepared to live in the real world . The ■ove­

•ent stimulated a political universalistn -- a uni versalism that precipitated 

a unique Jewish response within the weakening ghetto walls. That Jewish 

response was the Haslc&lab: 

The Haskalah· thus 1111.rked the penetration of a new set of 
val ues in Jewish life which dictated that tbe Jew free 
hiuelt tro111 bis unnatural existence and return to the 
world or realit7,13 

Oenerall:y speaking the Haskalah borrowed directly fro111 the Enlightenment 

both "its ad111irati on for reason" and "its devotion to the buaanitarian ideal 

or the brotherhood of llllll. " Its third basic concern was directed specifically 

to the Jewish s ituation in •its desire to restore the Jewish people to tbe 
14 

vorld or reali t:y." Two indications of this transition to a vor ld of 

realit:y were the figure of Moses Mendelssohn and the role of education in 

the Haskalab. 

Moses Mendelssohn (1729-1786) was the first ilig>ortant personalit:y t o 
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bridge the ghetto and the outside world. Mendelssohn showed bow a Jew could 

remain faithful to Judaism yet be welcomed into Berlin' s great intellectual 

circles. He was a philosopher in the strain of a Y.aimonides and an accomplished 

German writer. Mendelssohn, who was sometimes called "the Jewish Plato, " 

was the spiritual and intellectual progenitor of the Haskalah. He was a 

representative not only of the great cultural surge of the Enlighte11111ent 

but also of the new social openness. His relationship with the great Gennan 

playwrigbt Gotthold Ephrai.lr. Lessing reflected the new relationship that was 

possible between Jew and non- Jew. Lessing was a great influence on Mendelssohn . 

"Through his friend, who by reason of a genial, sympathetic nature exerted 

great attraction upon talented men, Mendelssohn was introduced into his 

circle, learned the forms of society, and threw off the awkwardness which 
15 

was the stamp of the Ghetto. 11 Me.ndelssohn, responding to Lessing, 

represents a fine example of Enlightenment toleration - a l ove for humanity. 

In his writings he tried to synthesize the two worlds in which he lived, 

Jewish and German. His ties to Judaism were unbreakable, as manifest in the 

Lavater controversy; yet his deftness and t.act in dealing with the Christian 

world made him a universal man . So much so did Mendelssohn transcend the 

gap between the ghetto and Berlin cultural society that Lessing modeled the 

main character in his famous didactic play "Nathan the Wise" on his Jewish 

friend, Mendelssohn. Lessing showed that religious differences were not 

important in an age of reason. Lessing and Mendelssohn' s philosophical and 

spiritual relationship is paradigmatic of the Enlightenment's universal tenor . 



A second important aspect of the Haskalah found in the transition 

from the ghetto to the outside world , was the reevaluated role of education , 

"The Maskilim well realized that t he implementation of their ideas would 

not become feasible unless a new school system was to disseminate them 

among the young. ,,16 &iucation was the most important medium for breaking 

down the old values and replacing them with new ones . The outside vorld 

of the Enlightenment was cr eating radical changes in education, changes 

t.liat resulted in socially relevant curricula and an attitude of univer salism: 

It was in the field of education that an open clash first 
took place between the ol d and new, In non- Jewish society 
an educational phil osophy was now being expounded which 
advocated a uniform education of all religions . This was 
put into practice in the philanthropic pedagogic trend in 
places as the school of Basedow in Dessau , where children 
of different religions were taught side by side. 17 

Hence, t he Haskala.h confronted both an educational philosophy of uni ver­

salism and reformed curricula . The Masld.lim 's response to the new curricula 

of r elevancy was t o stress the importance of secular subjects . Through 

secular subjects the Maskilim hoped to educate a generation that would be 

economically productive and not starkly different from Gentiles. "The 

~laskilim believed that the only way to avoid t he tragic results o! fanaticism 

i n the future was through the dissemination of secular leaming. 1118 A 

specific secular area thnt was t o become the battleground in the future was 

the teachi ng or the vernacular language. The Jews spoke Yi ddish, a mixture 

of Hebrew, Polish1 a nd German, which s eparated them from the general community. 

"It [Yiddish] was unintelligj ble to the German speaking gentile . The Jews 

were scarcely more able to under s tand German . 1119 The Jewish school system 
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that taught only in Yiddish and only Jewish subjects was con.fronted by 

the f orces of the Enlightenment. It was at this point that Wessel.y 

entered the cause for educational reforms in Jewish education. 

The immediate impetus _for Wessely's Divre Shalom Ve- emet however, 

was the political toleration that corresponded with the Enlightenment. The 

eighteenth century not only strove toward an age of reason and naturalism 

but also political tolerance . This was the century of enlightened despots 

and revolutions for democracy. The r ole of education, as mentioned above, 

pl ayed a central part in the preparation of "good citizens" that would live 

in these enlightened societies . The segregation of the Jew in his ghetto 

world was questioned , and the educational philosophy of the Enlightenment 

was a primary factor in this reevaluation: 

Contemporary pedagogic thought became even more signifi­
cant than • •• general philosophical ideas. The separate 
ideas of Rousseau, Pestalozzi, Campe {ilrector of the 
Dessau Philanthropinum] , Basedow, and Kant all quickened 
the desjre t o liberate the most oppr essed and abased 
section of the population from its segregated status ~8 
through education and culture, guide it to ''humanity. 11 

There is expressed the relationship between education and the emancipation, 

and it brin~s us to the immediate political stimulus t o Wessely, Joseph II's 

Edicts of Toleration. 
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Chapter III 

The Role of F.ducation in the Beginnings of 
Emancipation and the F.dicts of Toleration 

The philosophical spirit of the Enlightennent gave birth to a 

poll ti cal egalitarianism; a new sense of tolerance emerged fron the 

philosophical tracts of the eighteenth century. During the last quar ter 

of this century Arrterica and France revolted against an old- world view of 

man and his relationship with his government. The egalitarian outlook of 

the Enlightel11'1ent had its ramifications i n the political realm pr oducing 

a demand for natural rights , equal oppo:rtuni ti.es , and toler ance. European 

Jewry was permanently changed during this period . Jews , who had lived under 

the oppression of either the church or harsh secular r uler s, wer e now talking 

of emancipation, civil equality; the age of reason had found receptive ears 

in the ghettoes . A similar call for religious and social equality for Je .. 'S 

was heard in the courts of Europe's rulers . These enlight ened men realized 

that no amount o!' civil reforl'l could be col'1J)lete without confronting the 

problem of the status of the Jews . 

In addition to the philosophical motivations , there were econolllic 

ones as well . The Enlightenment had a utilitarian philosophy about people 

and the econol'I\Y of the state; hence , Jews should be ernancipa ted because 

they could help the state econolllically. For instance, there are some con­

vincing argw,ients t hat the emerging trend o!' mercantilism in Germany 

encouraged the settler.ient and emancipation of the Jews . 1 Jews were needed 

to ~ther this new kind or economy because they were merchants and some had 

capital and hence, it was the reasonable func tion of t he state to insure its 

economic prosperity by granting certain equalities to the Jews . An extension 
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of this theory is that the impetus and ultimate reality of emancipation is 

solely based on the development of capitalism, The Jews were emancipated 

i n response to a direct need of the capitalist economic syst em of nineteenth 

century Europe. Professor Rivkin argues, "Capitalism and capitalism alone 

emancipated the Jews. 112 His analysis concludes that such an economy requires 

freedom "to pursue profits" and this in turn requires personal freedom. Thus , 

the emerging economic systems of the late eighteenth century produced free­

thinkers who saw profit and weal th as the result of a :free society. Whether 

or not Professor filvkin's hypothesis is absolutely correct is irrelevant; 

the point is that definite economic pressures further catalyzed the process 

of reevalua ting t he status of Jews , If the Jews could be "improved" and t he 

econOJ11y benefit thereby, then the state was obl.igated to educate t!iem and 

open economic opportunities t o them. The economic function of the Jews is 

essential in understanding political attitude toward the Je~~ . 

An analysis of the problem pr oduced the understanding that the Jews 

could become useful members of the state. Emancipation became a natural 

function of the Enlightenment. The view of the Jew was radically changed 

because of the tQlerance of the age; the distortions of the Jew's economic 

pr actices and his anti- social demeanor would be reduced en- r oute t o his 

emancipation: 

The supposed characteristics with which the Jews were 
reproached, such as their alleged greed, desire for 
litigation, religious fanaticism, "unsocial sepa.rat ion 
from the res t of mankind" wer e to be eradicated by the 
Enlightenment; they were to become a respected part of 
manki.nd by l.iberation from the chains of orthodoxy and 
the Talmud.) 
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Emancipation was to be attained by the process of di sseminati ng the 

Enlightenment through education . With the proper education Jews would be 

freed from the particularistic mentality that separated them from the sur­

rounding gentile communit:,. Very simply put, the Jews needed "improvement" 

before emancipation was merited • and this was accepted as a valid argument. 

Education became the center of the early Ha.skalah 1s batUe, for the 

?1askilim knew that only by reforming education was there a chance for civil 

emancipati on . The enlightened gentiles who argued on behalf of the Jews• 

cause also tried to convince their Jewish friends that education was the 

key that would open the ghetto door: 

The enlightener s maintained that the spiritual emancipation 
had to prec ede the civil emancipation. They hoped that if 
Jews would renounce their segregation and isolation and 
adopt the language and general education of the country, 
the entire social and legalLstatus of t.'le Jewish people was 
bound to improve radically. 

It thus seemed that Jews had to partic.ipete i n their own emancipation; 

emancipation was offered , but i t was an offer of social acceptance based 

on conditions . 

The first important argument in favor of Jewish emancipation was 

wTitten by a ci vil servant in t he Prussian government, who respected the 

ideals of t he &ilightenment and the brilliance of Mendelssohn. Christian 

Wilhelm Dohm gave Western Europe its firs t manifesto on the "Jewish question . " 

Dolun' s "Concerning the Amelioration of t he Civil Status of the Jews" is an 

excellent example of an Enlightenment r a t ionale for Jewish emancipation and 

the r ol e of education in that emancipation, Dohm set out to convince the 

goverllJTlent that the Jews , who l ived within the state' s boundaries , wer e 
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useful . He systematically went through a historical analysis of the Jew' s 

position economically ~~d the merit that Jews had brought to previous 

societies. Dohm argued that the general welfare of the state depended upon 

properly using the resource of its citizens. In other words, it was neces­

sary to make a resource like the Jews a r ecognized grolJ? of citizens in 

order t o benefit from them. His critique of the theory .mich held that tbe 

Jews' lack of business scruples was inherent stressed the possibility of 

improvement. Dohm did not deny the undesirable role tbat Jews had played 

in European societies; he merely j ustifi ed their acti ons by blaming 

histor ical si tuations : 

Everything the Jei.•s are blamed for is caused by the 
political condition under which they now live, and any 
other group of men under such conditi ons, ~ould be 
guilty of identical errors. For those common traits 
of thought, opinions a"ld passions i.iiich are found in 
the maj ority of people belonging t o one nation and which 
are called its individual character, are not unchangeable 
and distinctive qualities s tal!!Ping them as a unique 
modification of human nature. ~ 

Dohm a rgued that the emancipation of the Jews was a cure for the disease 

which infected them. Tbe cause was ''Oppressi on and r-estricted occupation;" 

hence, social equal ity would vastly improve the Je.ts and t hei:- functional. 

worth to the society. Dohm then proceeded to propose nine spaci fic actions 

that i."Ould emancipate and simultaneously improve the Jews. 

Dohm proposed that Jews be given equal rights and opportunities as 

all other citizens. He limited the freedom of opportunity to those areas 

that would facilit.at.~ :mprovement of the Jew's character. He further agr eed 

with the regulations that required the JeAs to use only the vernacular in 

business, for t heir J udeo- German language was to become one of the central 



issues in the Haskalah and emancipation movements in the coming years. 

Most importantly, Dohrn thought it was the society's obligation to properly 

educate and enlighten the Jews: 

It should be a special endeavor of a wise government to 
care for the moral education and enlightenment of the 
Jews, in order to make at least the coming generations 
more receptive to a milder treatment and the enjoyment 
of all advantages of our society. The state should not 
look further into their religious education than would 
perhaps be necessary to prevent the teaching of agti­
social opinions against men of other persuasions . 

Education was fundamental to Dohm's position that the Jews could be 

improved so that they might add to the prosperity and welfare of the state. 

Dohm, like many of the enlightened, saw the Jews bound by the shackles of a 

rigid ceremonial law, obscure Rabbinical decrees, and a language that was 

intelligible only within the confines of J ewish society. He and hi.s fellow 

liberals sincerely wanted to free the Jews from the yoke history had placed 

upon them, but in order to accomplish this emancipation a radical change 

was necessary because of the nature of Jewish learning. 

The basis of all intellectual existence was still the 
science of the Talmud, guarded by the rabbis and scholars, 
studied and pondered over day after day, taught in the 
talmudic academies and transmitted to the youths . The 
Talmud was for the Jews school and university, Weltan­
scha&ig and science, a mental system and innermost per­
sonal expcriences .7 

With the proposals of Dohm and the edicts that would soon follow, the role 

of the Talmud had to be reevaluated . Could the Talmud give the Jew all he 

needed to know if he was to go out into the general community? Before the 

call for emancipation, the Talmud had prepared Jews for positions solely­

within the, kehilah as teachers, slaughters , scribes, judges,or rabbis . Now, 
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with t he opening of the ghett o door s to ge.neral occupat ion6 , the Jews ' 

educational system seemed lacking; thus , if emancipation was to become a 

reality the older heder system had to be r ef ormed. ''It is important ••• to 

remember that every sound and comprehensive plan for J ewish amelioration 

during the past century{19th] has included educational refonns , and instruction 

in the vernacular as essential elements . 118 Basic reforms in Jewis h education 

meant that emancipation denanded a change in the J ew. He could still be a 

Jew, but a different Jew. No longer isolated by l anguage or a diSferentiat i ng 

religious education , the Jew would be expected to be a worthy and loyal 

acculturated citizen. 

The most far- reaching me~sures in this regard were the Fdicts of 

Toler a tion extended by Joseph II, the &nperor of Austro- Hungary. These 

edicts continued from 1781 through 1782 and were heralded as some of the 

most illlportant pieces of social legislation to cone from an enlightened des­

pot. Joseph radically changed the station of the Jews in his &!pire. His 

mother, &!press ~.aria Theresa, had hated Jews ; it had taken great pressure 

t o prevent her from expelling all the Jews f r om Bohemia . She had said , "I 

!mow of no greater pest to the state than this [Jewish] nation . 119 Her son 

Jos eph reversed his mother ' s thinking and pursued a liberal enlightened policy 

of religious tolerance . "He regarded the Jew as a hUl'lan heir.g having the 

same spiri tua1 and moral predj sposi tions as Christians had. 1110 U11peror Joseph 

was paradjgmatic of the F,nlightenment; he was inf1uenced by the philosophies 

of Locke and Diderot . As a mm of the Enlightenment, toleration of all of 

his s ubjecLs was fundament al . For Joseph the state was obligated to act in 
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a way which reflected the highest virtues of his age . "The men of the 

&ilightenment believed that the destruction of the barriers of privilege, 

ignorance and superstit ion would lead to the galvanization of the latent 

energies of the state. The happiness of the individual citizens and the 

power to the state were seen to be i nterdependent . ,.ll Joseph saw the state 

as the foundation for enlightened morality and tolerance, and the most 

efficient means to establish this morality was through education. He shared 

the belief with the majority of the enlightened i n society that education 

was the key to a new li£e. "A properly organized educational system would 

lead men out of t he medieval gloom of prejuuice and superstition in to the 

sunny pastures of enlightelllllent. ,il2 

On October 18, 1781, Emperor Joseph II took what he felt were the 

first steps to opening the "sunny pastures" to the Jews . He issued a series 

of edicts which freed the Jews from the oppressive restrictions of earlier 

generations . Ris firs t act was to nullify the decree that required the 

)60 ,000 Jews i n the Hapsburg empire to wear the badge of Jewish identifi­

cation on their clothing. The state was now officially tolerant of the 

Jews• right to worshi p like all other citizens . Certain professions, pre­

viously prohibited , were now open t o Je-ws . Moot s i gniSica.nt for our dis­

cussions were his edicts concerning the role of education. Jews were free 

to go to any school and uni versi t,v, even a Christian one. Jews could also 

f ound their own school s i n order to educate their children. For the first 

time i n modern European his tory, Jews were encouraged to take advantage of 

secular education. Joseph adderl one restrictive element t o these sweeping 



- JJ-

reforms in education. He stipulated that German mus t be added to all 

curricula in Jewish schoolsjthat meant teaching could not be done in the 

familiar Yiddish . Thus J oseph did not interfere with the "religious 

education" of the Jews , but he did dictate certain aspects ot the secular 

curriculUJ11 of the Jewish schools. Before more specifically consider ing the 

results of the edicts, it will be worthwhile to exaznine the intent of Joseph 

i n issuing U1em. 

Jose~h II was interested in establlshing a unitary state; though 

an enlightened state, the Hapsburg empire was to -reflect the single-mindedness 

o f its emper or. "The Emperor's great aim was to create a uniform state w1 th 

right- t~i~ldng subjects . Hence his schools were formalized and rigid . 

Joseph di d not want thinkers or free spirits; he wished to have disciplinerl 

subjects and obedient soldiers . ,,lJ This purpose o!' unity and single- minded 

th.inking exteniled into t ne rationale for the Edicts o!' Toleration. Since 

Joseph wanted a functional s tate, " ••. in ,,rder t o render the members of the 

Jewish nation :riore useful for the state,'' i t was necessary to grant them 

education and t o extend the circle of their occupations . 11.i J oseph also 

wanted to use education to unite the state. Although differing groups 

would s till exist, like the Jews and Protestlillts , Joseph's decree requiring 

German i n the curriculum i n all "normal II schools was intended to blur 

distinctions . Thus J oseph ' ~ intent, although h\l/'!lanitarian i n scope , was more 

utilitarian in ensence . By his edicts he made the Jews useful as well as 

less obvious . Under:.':.:lnd!.ng this general i ntent, we can now exa.Jlli.ne the 

specifics of the edicts a nd their mos t immodia t e results . 
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Joseph II tried to tollow the ad.vice given b7 tbe French philosopher 

Rousseau. In 1771 Rousseau bad vritten to the Polish governaent that educa­

tion was tbe best aeans of directing the tastes, souls, and ainds or the 

people. In Joseph's att.eapt to glority the Gel'llan language and culture, 

be opened public schools to gro'l)s previouaq forbidden entry to tbea. The 

dee-ree on education went beyond the permission to attend; it stipulated that 

such schooling was aandatoey. Not onq was public school attendance required, 

but Jews were required to establish these schools themselves or send their 

children to Christian schools. For Jewish students, "study only lasted for 

!our hours a day in these (Geniian-Jewiab ) schools, as the pupils also att.ended 
lS 

beder or Talaud-torab," Hence, tbe kebilot of Moravia and Bobea.ia nov bad 

tbe task of supporting the general schools as well•• those of their own 

reli&ious school system. Tbe Kebilla used its ow tunda and the goven111ent 

assisted " •.. by allocatin& a share of the special fees (aarriage/ainyan 
16 

pa.ywients ) for this putpose," 

In addition to the aandatory education edicts, there was another 

edict requiring the use of the Gerun lansuasge in all schools. This aeant 

the end of Yiddish and Hebrew in !MJ3 public fashion. Joseph made Ger11an 

the official state language and required all ethnic groups, Jews, Hungari.ana, 

Bobeaians, and Walloons to be bound by tbia edict. In order to i.amediate~ 

Ul)l•ent this decree, the l!aperor allowed for a two year period before 

disallowing any lanSU&s&e but Gennan in contracts, accounting books, or legal 

utters. Jews who ret'\lsed to follow tbis edict, were liable to nullifi­

ution of their business or legal docu11ents. Althou1b the decrees on the 
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in nature, they can also be understood as i.llportant atiaul.i to illmediate 

eaiancipation. "Tbe importance of such instruction in the vemaculAr, as • 

factor in the actual euncipation of the Jews and their preparation tor 

equal civil rights in the countries of their residence, cannot be exaccerated 
17 

II Other historians agree that the required language change provided 
18 

the opportunity the Jews needed to end their isolAtion. 

Tbese were not the onl¥ edicts that Joseph promulgated lllhicb affected 

the Jews·. As was aentioned earlier, one of the llOtivating !actors f or tbe 

tolerance of the Jews was their econol\ic \lsefulness . In the end or seventeenth 

century Jews were Nadaitted to certain areas of Prussia "for purely eco-
19 

noaic reasons: 1 the proaoti on of trade and COllllerc,• • It was an accepted 

fact of political reality that religious equali ty was essential "for the 
20 

political and econ011ic interests of tbe state ••. " After the specific 

edicts of Joseph li were issued, the economic situati on of the Jews i111>roved 

and thus tbe prosperity of the state was proportionatel.y increased. "Of 
21 

fifty-eight Bohe11ian textile factories, fifteen were in Jewi sh hands." 

Joseph gave wealthy Jews exceptional freedo• in the 1rowing economic prosperit1 

of t be s tat~. These Jews were "the I Imperial and Royal Privileged Merchants. 1 

Tbe privilege vas extended to tbes only if tb~ could satisfactorily show 
22 

that they were worth at least J0,000 florins . " Hence, Joseph was shrewdly 

aware of what the Jews could do to help increase the wealth of bis 8'11pire. 

In so 11Ucb as the Jews were historically known as ingenious aercbante and 

bad uny cont.aots in co-erce, the oev equality resulted in growtb of the 

state' s econOtl,J. 
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Joseph, although enlightened, was less than benevolent in his later 

decrees to the Jewish population. Whereas the aandat.ory nature or the 

education and language edicts indicated an aasuailating tE11dency, the decrees 

that followed in the yea.rs 1785-1788 were overt~ aiaed at destroying the 

distincti•e qualit7 of the Jews and converting tbe11 to Christianit7. In 

1785 the r)iiperor forbade the publication or arr, Jewish books in the Yemacu­

lar, Yiddish, or Hebrew, llbicb contained any ■ateri.al dealing with tbe 

exorci.aa of the devil. Joseph felt that he was helping the Jewa prevent a 

"postpone•ent or education and eoligbtenaent" because or their aedieval 
2.) 

follies and devil.a. Tb.is restrictive ■eaaure on treedo■ of the press and 

religious freedo■ was nst~ different fro& the liberalizations of 1781. 

In 1787 Joseph tumed the aatter or lanpage to ita fin.al extreee in the 

lllperi&l Edict Coneeming Jenap lines. "Article tour or this edict decreed 
24 

that all birth, aarriage and death records be kept in Oeraan. 11 

Joseph II felt that if the Jew wu to be e1W1cipated then he must be 

treated equal.lJ' in all utters. '"The Jew as 111&n and citizen should be 

under the aa■e obligations as others. It will not be an insult to bis 

religion when be is free to eat llbat he wishes and to do on Sabbath what 

necessity det11ands that a Christian do on Sunday1 ••• For the ti.rat ti.Ile in 
25 

bistor, Jews were co11pelled to serve in a Christian ansy." As in the case 

of public education and tbe Geraan language, so mili ta17 service, too, was 

mandat.ory. Thia was still another means or unifying bis state and of aaaiai­

lating the Jews. Both Jews and Christians opposed the decree on ailit81'7 

sen-ice. Tbe Jewish groups protested on the basis that such senice would 

entail violating religious laws and hence, it was assimilationist. The 
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flle Christians opposed it beca11se tbe arw,y wow.d be integrated and it AS 

a disgrace to serve with Jews. HoweYer, not all were opposed. The Haakilill 

tenaciously defended tbe obligation to sene in tbe anq as "a boly duty to 
26 

be perton1ed rather than evaded. " For the Kaskili• the aray did not 

assilli.late; i t equalized. Alth.ougb tbe quest.ion of ■ilitar, serYice vas a 

point of great discussion in Baskalah literature, it is accepted bistorical.ly 

that the later decrees of Joseph, especially conscription, were aimed at the 

asaiailation or tbe Jew: 

The fact that the ■ilitary eervice at that ti.lie was only 
coapulaory tor serfs and the inhabitants of aanorlal 
towns, indisputably proved that the EIDperor' a sole 
purpose in adding the Jewa to these categories was to 
accelerate their aasi.llilation,27 

Onderstandin& that the int.ant of Joseph's Edicts of Toleration and bis later 

edicts was restrictive and aasiailationist is essential in properl.f evalu­

ating the relationship between Joseph and Wessel7. Such an evaluation, 

which would as a utter of course include the negative aspects of Joseph's 

reign, bas been absent fro& the aajori ty of the discussions used in this 

thesis dealing witb Joeeph and Wessely. Considering tbe overall result or 

Joseph's edicts as they affected the Jews will convey the degree to vhicb 

bis intentions were fulfilled. 

When the edicts are taken as a unit, rather than as single decrees, 

Joseph's int.ant to Oeraanhe his subjects beco111es more obVious. The result 

of these edicts for t he Jews was only see11Jingly ea,ancipatory. That u to 

say, Josf!Ph ~ave the J ew new liberties and rewioved old restrictions, but 

the cost of such liberalis• was a degree of forced acculturation. "The 
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'Patent of Tolerance' and its later supplecmts contained a definite 

t.eodancy t.o intrude into tbe apritual lite ot the JeWiab coau.nities, in 
26 

order to indoctrinate it witb the Genaan, the 1Cbristian1 culture." Tbe 

general t.brust. was to wu.fy, to Genlaniie all the ainoriti.es tbrou,b edu­

cation, language, conscription, and culture. JPor the Jeva tbia ■eant 

certain tok:en equalities but without coaplete eaancipation. Tbe edicts 

on education opened the public schools, but also the secular world t.o Jews. 

Secular studies for the non-Maakil Asbkenasi Jew was an unwanted tbreat t.o 

bis tradition&l life and caused ■aDJ' parents to proteat this nev freedoa. 

"To overco■e parental hostility, Joseph ordered that those who ref'uaed to 
29 

send their children to the public schools pa7 a double education tu •• •• " 

The language edicts which forced Oenian on the people as tbe only accepted 

means of universal discourse were bitterly opposed. Tboae who saw the 

vernacu1ar as an avenue of assi■ilation could not understand why the 

Kaslcilia praised Joseph so bicbly in 0el'11an poeu. Although Jews could now 

worship freeq, JoS<epb refused to allow the appoint•nt of a rabbi in 

Vienna, because be sav rabbis as ttle conserTatiYe torce which bald all Jeva 

in isolation. Joseph also realized that rabbis were opposed to bis ll&Dda­

tor,y public schools and the use of tbe vernacular. Tbe Jews IC\O prospered 

econoaica.lly were the wealthy few. Joseph had opened new doors of co..erce 

and cra.t'tsaansbip allowing Jewish merchants to advance. In contrast, "the 

broad ■asses or the Jewish population not only lacked elementary buaan rights, 
30 

but were burdened wttb this additional duty Cconscriptio~7-" This obligator, 

&l"'IIJ service was tbe barsbes~ or all Josepb 1 s edicts and the most bitterly 
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opposed by Jews as well as gentiles. Hence, the edicts ta.ken as a whole cm 

be seen as a plaMed progru of royal intent to force, persuade, or educate 

Jews into the greater co-wiit,y. Understanding aore fully the intent and 

result or the F.dicts of Joseph II , we need to consider ■ore specifically 

the reactions of Jews and non-Jews. I t is this area that this entire 

discussion is really aiaed, fo r Wessel.y 1 s Dhre Sbal011 Ve 1 e■et is one of 

the Jewish reactions to the edicts. 

Before turning to the Jenab reactioo, and specific,allJ' to that. of 

Weasel.y, it is rele-Yant to consider tbe g91eral Gentile reaction to these 

decrees. Tbe Edicts of Toleration ended the Catholic llegemoay in Austria; 

thus, Joseph's sweeping refoniis, especially bis acceptAnce of Jews, were 

distrusted as an assault against the Church. In fact, Catholic opposition 

prevented coaplete religious equality until 1661. "The Catholic population 

in the Austrian lands was rlolmtly anti-Jerlsh. Evm Joseph hesitated for 
Jl 

avhile to grant Jews toleration, furing the fury of the pious." In the 

beginning, the edicts fowid fuor only uong tbe tpper wealth.)' and educated 

classes, because the people in these classes tended to be enli.gbt.ened and 

open to the new ■ood of tolerance. An eolilbtened accept&nce of Jews uong 

the people was a tar greater taslc. The usses still distrusted the Jews and 

the hatred, inbred over centuries, could not be quickly mitigated by Joseph. 

Shortly after the F.dict of 1781, pamphlets and articles confronting tbe 

Jewish question becaae very popular: 

The titles or ■a.oy of thea indicate the nature or the contents. 
Some of these titles are: Thirt Pieces of Silver; About the 
Uselessness and Ranitulness o 
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Jewiah Party-Man or An Answer to the Israelitish 
~ostolic Author or the Puphlet about tbe Jews and 

eir Tolerance.,! 

There were other Christians however, wbo welcoaed the new treedo■ giYen to 

Jews. 

PrOllpted bJ econoaic treedoaa and deYelop■ents, the social relation­

sbipa between Jews and Christi.ans illprond, priuril.7 in the wealtb,y 

classes. Afte r these relationships proved worthwhile econ011icall,J1 aocW 

acceptance or the Jew cuie to be reflected aaong the 11&sses. More and aore 

people grew to accept the Jew and the press began to praiae help given to 

Jews and instances ot vorth1 Jewish action . As a direct result of Joseph I a 

edicts, "a ainorit, or freedom-loving and progressive people welcoaed it 
J) 

{!,olerance toward the Je~]. Klopst ock dedicated an ode to Joseph II ..• " 

Gentile acceptance cue slowly, but it did come. 

Like those of the Gentil.es, the Jews ' reactions to the edicts were 

■ixed . The ■aj oritJ, still under the control of orthodox rabbis, opposed 

the edicts. Jews were afraid "that t.be secular schools, would lead the yowag 

■en awq fro■ the Ta.laud and that 111ilitary aervice wuld i.llpair their 
.34 

orthodoX7, •king tbe11 goyim." Maiv Jews harbored these tears and suspicions 

ot Joseph's int.ct. An ironic ex.aaple of negative Jelli.ah reaction waa Moses 

llandelssohn. Mendel ssohn who believed in both the need for Jevieb eu.nci­

pation and Christian tolerance, •suspected that it [.Ote edict7 was ■erely a 
-JS 

political and financial maneuver on the part of the fllperor." This reaction 

was based on his r ealization that Joseph's edicts were restrictive and unda­

tory and forced the Jews to acculturate. •He Liiendelsaoh?Y feared that behind 

the uak of tolerati on lay a different intention on the part of the Austr ian 
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J6 
govem11ent: assi11ilation and eventual converlJion. " Although this was not 

an at7Pic&l reaction -and Mendelssohn's apprehensions were not ranatical- -

there were Jews wbo re.acted ravorably to Joseph I s decrees. 

Other than in the G&l.ician area, tbe Jewish couunities o.f Austria­

Hungary generally accepted the edi cts. Soae areas e•en praised tbe tree 

thinking re!ol"lls. Italian Jews, in particular those liYing in LollbardJ and 

Trieste, were especially pleased b7 the edicts. In Prague, wbere education 

was relatively progressive, the Jewish c ~ it7 opened a aeclllar school in 

1781 at which ti .. lubbi Ezekiel Landau read an original Hebrew poea . So 

in faTOr of the edicts were soae grol.l)a that they issued declarations praising 

the• and in opposition to the opposing Rabbis. One such declaration came 

tro11 the Jews or Tr ieste in which they wrote, "The aonarch wants to raise 

Israel fro• the dust and uke it c011petent for learning and acriculture .. • 

How can we, then, utter anything against the coaaand of that benevolent aan, 
37 

who t.alces our aide and our children's side so paternally?" Another response 

which praised the liberaliSIII of Joseph and urged the Jewish co.iunities to 

accept and follow t.be ~eror1 s edicts waa Naphtali Herz Wessely' 11 !!!.!!! 

SbalOtl Ve-e■et. "Leaders of the Haskalah, Weasely U1ong th•, saw in the 

proposed refonu an uiportant step toward the reali zation of their ideals, 

naaely, eiuncipation and a better adjus t.ant to the culture of the country 
J8 

or their residence." Thus, Wessely was part or tbe Jewish couunit.y that 

responded posi tiYely to Joseph 11. Having discussed in these last two chap­

ters the philosophi cal and political stiauli affecting Wessely, one last 

it .. nee1s cons ideration before we approach Di•re Sbal011 Ve-eaet: Wessely 's 

biography. 
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Cbapter IV 

Aspects or Napbt.ali Herz Wesaely' s Biography 

Tbe French pbiloaopber Diderot (171.3-1784) perceived the »lligbten­

■ent as a closed elitist 11ove111ent in society. It was a 111ove111ent which 

affected prillarily the upper classes and educated people: 

The general 111ass of the species is ude neither to 
follow, nor to kn.ow, the aarcb of the buaan spirit. 
Enlightenaent is confined to a saall group, an 
"invisible cburcb" capable of looking intelligently 
at vorks of art and literature, capable of reflecting, 
of speaking calaly . .. . 1 

If Diderot's perception is at all correct for the general societ7, then it 

is doubly so fer its Jewish sepent. The Jevs inY-olved or directly a.ffected 

by the Enlighten■ent ronaed a Jewish elite. A mellber of ttu.s elite Jewish 

intelligensia by birtb, Naphtali Herz Wessely was representative of the 

Enlightenment in every sense. He was a product of the Enlighten•ent as 

•ediated by bis enlightened Jewish family. 

Rather th.an discuss Wessel.y-' s life and works in detail, I will 

e.pbasize the social and economic factors tbat influenced hi■ in his youth 

and adult lite. This chapter vill focus on those essential biographical 

aspects that directly pertain to the topic of ttu.s thesis, stressing those 

ele11ents which detenained bis educational philosophy. In additi on to the 

biographical background, it vill be noted that Wessely's works also reflect 

his high soci.al, educational, and financial. position. Yet, Wessely was 

descended fro111 tbe same "Eastern European stock that so bitterly opposed nis 

educational reforms. 

Wessely's great-grandfather, Jos~ph Haiim Reiss, ned from Poland 

after the Cbmielnicki pogroms or 1648 . He wandered through most of Central 
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2 
Europe tin&l.q settling in Alllaterdu when be wu twenty . 

Alllaterdu that be becuie a wealth,y merchant and a pro■inent ■ellber ot the 

Jewish and general co•unities. ln later life be ■oTed Iii.th one ot bia 

eons, Moses, to a Sll&ll town on the Rhine, Weaeel in Brandenbur&, It vas 

troa thia town that the fa..u,y took its na■e : Weisel or Wesaely. Moses 

Wesaely, llapbtali I a grandfather, bec&111e ••en aore prosperous than Ilia rather . 

He found tuor at the court of Holstein; Freidricb IV, the King or Denaark, 

granted bim the concession of producing munitions. He founded the first 
J 

anis factory in Copenhagen am later bec&N the King' s agent in Hallburc. 

Moses' son, Isaachar Ber, sustained the tuil.y'a position in the royal 

court. He ■arried into a Teey i.llportant ta■ily , and aaintained the Wessely 

taaily' s social and econ011ic station. Naplatal.i Herz Wessely, the son or 

Iasad1ar Ber , vu born in 1725 in Huaburg where bis father bad ta.ken over 

the faaiq I s co-.ercial holdings. When Wessel,y was very young, tbe f&■ily 

■o•ed to Copenhagen where his father was inTOlTed in cOIUlerce and was 

described u "an enlightened and honored aan who had free acceas to court 
4 

circles . " 

Wessely grew up in Copenhagen in a proai.nent and prosperous household, 

In the sue rooms that he pl-,ed, his father spoke am social.bed with the 

powers and rulers of the state. He was educa ted in a~ according to 

the Jewish custom of the c0111111unit;y. At age six he began to study Talmud and 

by age nine he was able to study geaara by hiasel!. Yet he knew nry little 

of the Prophets or Writing:s in the ~; in fact, :sources recount tha t 
5 

~ as a whole rfllll&ined a 111Y8 tery to hi111 until his adolescent years. 

When Weasely was ten years old, an illlportant figure c:Mle into h:is lile, 
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Solomon Zalman Hanau, a gruunarian. Naphtali studied the fine points ot 

tbe Hebrew un~ge under Hanau and grew to reTere the Holy Languace. This 

adoration of a pure, gr&11111&tical Biblical Hebrew was a great influence on 

Wessely • s works and educational philosophy. 

His Jewish education was further innuenced b7 another individual. 

Wessely studied under Rabbi Jonathan &rbescbutz of Hamburg, Altona, and 
6 

Wandsbeck. Wessely was learned in all aapects of rabbinic Judai1111, and 

later in life when he wrote bis co•entari.es on Leviticus and Pirke Avot, 

the Jewish scholars of tbe co11111unity praised bis outstanding knowledge. 

Although Wessely is known tor the breadth of bis general learning, "the 

utter is clear; the foreign languages and secular wisdom did not occupy 
7 

first place in tbe lite of Wesaely." It. is essential. to be k"8111inded that 

Wessely was first and foreaost a respected and learned Jew. His secular or 

outside interests neTer lessened his devoti on to, or demand tor, Jewish 

learning. 

In bis youth his studies of grUl.ll&r led bi111 back to the Tanacb. On 

his ovn, Wesae.l.y read the Prophets and tbe ■edieval co-antariea on tbe Torah. 

As he beg411 to iaimerse hi■self in Tanach, he realized that bis knowledge of 

geography and history was inadequate. With tbe help of his worldly father 

and through his own devices, Wessely began to study secular subjects . Thia 

course led him to master foreign languages. There is some question as to 

the quality of Wesse.l.y 1 s mastery of languages, but the sources tend to agree 

on the quantity of the European languages he knew. More than one language 

was used in his bo111e; and since Wessely I s f'Ulily was involved in European 
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co•erce, it is t'air to assume tbat foreign languages were not uncoaaon in 

the c01aercial or social circles of tbe fallil.y. His early biog.rapher, 

Friedricht'eld, ascribes five languages to Wessely: Hebrew, Geraan, French, 
8 

Danish, and Dutch. A later scholar, Joseph Klausner, incl\des Spanish, 
9 

Italian, and Portugese. Be reasons that the countries in which Wessel,y 

lived all used these languages, or in the case ot the Latin-baaed lang\aages, 

Wesse1y acquired this knowledge later, llhen he liTed in Amsterdu. Returning 

to Wessely 1s education, it is lair to cDncl\de tbat bis secular knowledge 

was selt-taucbt and •otiT&ted pri111&rily by his hoae enrlromaent. 

While still relatively young, \iessal.y left the IeabiYot and Tentured 

into the world of coaaerce in liilicb be had been raised . The great J ewish 

banking house ot' Feitel Epllrai• took Wesaely fro• Copenhagen and placed hi• 

in Aasterdui as its agent. He soon proved to be axcept.ionall.y capable and 

becaae prosperous in the coaunity. His position in Aaaterdaa extended the 

fuily1 a econoaical preeainence into a fourth generation . Wessely's position 

with the Feitel Bank and his own business house allowed hi■ the treed.om to 

expand bis knowledge eTen further. While in A111sterdui, two ilaportant things 

happened. In 1765-66 he published his first writing; this was a two volume 

work on Hebrew qnonyas, Gan Naul. Although he had written & work aaoy years 

before (1742) , these were his first published volllllles. The earlier work was 

the Hebrew translation of Luther's Oennan version of the Wisdom or Sol011on, 

a book of the apoccypha, and vas published much later (1778 ). Wessely was 

veey pleased by the response to his publication on a,ynoeyms and was encouraged 

to further his work in Hebrew and Tanacb. Tbis i s the first evidence of 

Hanau I s influence and Wessely I s devotion to a pure and elegant Heb rev. A 

second important aspect of Wessely 1 s life in Allaterdam is tbe depth of nis 



relationship with the Sepbal'di custom: 

During his stay in Allsterdaa .• ,he bee&111e very close to the 
Sephardic Jewish coamunity, wbicb possessed a cultural 
tradition differing widely rro■ that of the Ashkena~i 
Jews. He adopted t.be Sephardic pronmciation•1 of t.he 
Hebrew language and al though hi s parents were Ashkenazi 
Jews, be regarded bi.JDself as belonging to those Jews wbo 
continued the tradition of Spanish Jewry and lfho, unlike their 
brethren in Oenaan speaking countries, tended to co■bine 
Judais111 with secular lcn.ovledge,1O 

Bence, Amsterdam provided Wessel.y with an at■osphere that cultivated his 

love for knowledge and encouraged his writings. Here also Wessely vas 

financially secure and respected in the powerful circles or co•erce. 

In 1774 Wessely ■oved to Berlin for anot.her position in the Feitel 
11 

banking house. It was in Berlin that Wessel.y, the Master of Style (■elitz), 

becuie an important exponent of the Haskalah. He continued writing and in 

1775 published a co■■entary to Pirke Ant that waa hailed by tnany. After a 

few years in Berlin, Wessel,7 had a financial setback and lost ■ost of hi s 

fortune. 8,y this ti■e he bad aet Mendelssohn aod his growing c ircle of 

disciples. Wassely turned away tro111 couerce t.o devote all of his efforts 

to writing and lecturing; this prorl.ded eooagb to support his faaU,. He 

was participating in Mendelssohn's Biur and in 1781 his co11111entary to the 

book of Leviticus was published as part of that work. Orthodox rabbis, 

including the Gaon of Vilna, praised this COllllllentary highly. It showed not 

only his fine Hebrew style, 11but a mastery of exegesis and wide Talmudic 
12 

leaming." Wessely now had a great deal of influence among the Maskilim 

who appreciated his revival of pure Biblical Hebrew. His role in the 

et1terging Haskalah broadened when in 1782 be published the first of four 

letters on educational refonn, Div-re Shalom Ve-emet. The second through 
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tourtb lettiers cue in response to both opposition and acceptance or bis 

tirst letter; in 178S tbese were collected and all tour published under t.be 

single tiUe Divre Shal.01n Ve-emet. These letters rlll be dealt with aore 

fully in the following chapters; yet it should be noted at this tiae that 

Iii.th Divre Shalom Ve-emet Wessely strrqed froa literature or co11111eotariea. 

Hence, Div.re Sba.loei Ve-net represents another aspect of his genius. Wesseley• • 

genius had aatured because o! the fuily life and later opportunities tbat 

be nad; 

First and tbreaost 11e 111ust take into accoUDt the fact that 
Wessely vaa the scion of a wealtby and cultured family, 
b.ad liTed in the large cities of Western Europe and moved 
freely rro111 tom to tom. This brought hill into contact 
vi.th 111&ny people and enriched his knowledge and under­
standing of 11orldly affairs. He saw the life of Jews in 
various ghettos as an outsider,and felt keenly the dis­
abilities they suffered . He i.e&fled to appreciate tbe 
value of a general education ••• • 3 

Wessely continued to publish and teach even during the often heated contro­

versy of the letters. In l78S bis work on ethics, Sefer Ha-Middot, which 

elaborated bis own views on this subject, was published. Wessely 1s greatest 

literary work, bis IIIAgnlDI opus, was Shire Tiferet (Songs of Glory), an epic 

poec that took nearl7 thirty years to complete. This illlnense poetic de,. 

~ription of Moses and running comentary on parts of Exodus crowned Wessely 

as the "poet Laureate" of the early Kaskalah. With Sbire Titret, his 

revival of pure Biblical style and allusion was at its best. The Haskil111 

that followed used this 1110rk as the paradig,n of Haskalah style. 

Ano th er facet of Wessely I s literary career transcended arur specific 

work. In 1786 in Kgnigsberg he joined with otner leading Masldlim to found 

the periodical Ha-Heasef (The Gatherer) . This waa a Hebrew publication that 
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acted as the writ.ten forum ot the Haskalah . Wessely was one of the cuiding 

spirits in its develop11ent and often authored s0111e of the articles and poetry 

that filled its pages. Tbrougb the periodical Wessely was able to influence 

others with his style and use of Biblical Hebrew as veil as his views on 

education.al refo?"II. 

In 1804 Wessely moved fro• the center of the Haskalab to his birth 

place, Hamburg. There he li'ved with one of his married daughters and 

continued his teaching until be becue desperately ill. In the spring ot 

1805 Naphtali Her~ Wessely, the poet and the educator, died. His life bad 

been a dynuiic exMlJ)le or the way in which Jews could stand on equal 

ground w1 th Europe's enlightened society. Hning this brief sketch of the 

mar. and the biographical innuences that are relevant to his educational 

philosophy, we can now tum to the let t,er he published in 1762 which 

outlines that philosophy: Divre Sbal011 Ve-emet. 



Chapter V 

An Analysis of Wessely I s Educational Philosophy 

The factors that stiaulated WeHely t.o vrit.e Divre Shaloa Ve- 61et 

have been presented in the preceding chapters. It vas the cOlllbination of 

historical, philosophical, economic, and educational stiauli that aot.ivated 

Wess~ to write his public letter . This cbapt.er, an analysis of Wess ely's 

educational philosophy, is concerned only with the single Ulllediate stiaulus 

t.o Divre Shalo■ Ve-e■et. Wessely vrote this first. of four letters in 

response t.o the Edicts of Toleration, those lava pro111ulgat.ed in October 1781. 
l 

There bad been a mixed Jewish response, and Wessely hoped to all-.y so111e of 

the more vehe111ent criticis111 through his letter. The title page clearly 

defined his intent.ion: "Words of peace and truth to the congregation of 

Israel residing in the lands of the domain of the Great E)nperor, who loves 
2 

unkind and makes people joyous, His Majesty, Jos!:l)b II." Hence, ~ 

Sbalo• Ve-e111et was intended for the Jewish population towboat.be Edicts of 

Toleration applied. 

It is illl)ortant. to re■e■ber that the ilunediate result of those edicts 

was religious tolerance in the foni of opening all schools to Jewish studenss. 

With or vitbout Wessely 1 s letter of concil iation and educational theory, 

the Realschulen or "no?Tl&l" schools would have been organized under Jos!:l)h' s 

order. '!bus, Wessely's Divre Shal011 Ve-e111et cannot be viewed as the sole 

basis for refo?'II in Jewish education. Although Wessely' s letter does contain 

specific theories and suggestions for changes, it is not t.he cause of those 

alterations . Rather, it is addressed to the Jelfish people, urging the11 to 

accept the inevitable ■odifications, not as forced assi.milation,but as a 
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beneficial gift fro• a benevolent ruler. It seeaa 111ost likely that this 
3 

first letter vas published in January 1782. As the first edicts were 

proaulgated in October 1781, it ia doubtful whether 111any of tbe changes in 

Jewish education had actually takm place when Wessely III'Ote Divre Sb&l.OII 

Ve--t. 'Ibis lli&ht turther suggest tbat Wessely's letter was an atte.pt 

to persuade the Jews tbat refora in education waa inevitable. Hence, E!!!'.! 

Sbaloa Ve-aet aust be discussed under tbe basic assu111>tion tbat Jewish 

education in Austria-Hungar, was already under pre1111ure to cbange but that 

change bad not yet been instituted, for this was tbe aasWliption wider which 

Wessel)' hi.lllSelf worked. 

In dealing with education, Wessely used soae ter111s that require 

special attention. These tenns convey in part Wessely1 s educational philos­

ophy. 'lbus, before considering the letter as a whole, it. is essential that 

we discuss the following tel'll!s: lnai Israel or_!!, Torat Elohill, Torat Ha­

~• and Derecb Eretz. These concepts are used throughout the four letters 

of Divre SbalOIII Ve-eaet, but are particularly 1111>ortant in tbe first letteP 

where Wessel)' introduced bis educational philosophy. Thus, the definitions 

that follow are talcen from tbe context of tbe first letter. 

Weasely referred to Jews as an ethnic group, separate and distinct 

uong all other national or ethnic groups. He began one section with, 

"There is one people(~) who does not properly appreciate Torat Ha-Adui.n 

(Please note that Torat Ha-Adu is here left untranslated witil it can be 

fully discussed with its iaplications . ) Clearly, Wessely understood Jews 

4 

to be a~• different fro11 other peoples. Assu111ing that in the eighteenth 

century language was an essential characteristic of a people, Wessely's 
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arri-nts for a pure Hebrew eq,hasize his use of~ in reference to Jews 

as a separate people, Yet, Wessel,y argued in bis letter that Jews should 

u.ster two essential languages, the Holy language, Hebrew, and the Yernacu­

lar, Geraan . He reasoned that although tbe Bnai Israel were a separate 

people (~) 111th their own language, Hebrew, tbat this Hebrew was m.naed 

&raaaaticalq and separated them fro• gentile society, There was a need 

for this Aa to leam ~ in order to be full,y integrated into tbe 

Oer11an society:. 

Tbe Hol,y language is a 11atter unto itsel~ and the Genwi 
language is a matter unto itself, This Lff.ebrew7 is for 
utters of holiness, faith and Law; this /oeniin7 is for 
world.ly utters, engage11ent in business and the-tranaactions 
or 11en and the knowledge of secular subjects. ·5 

In tbe analysis of Wessely' s educational philosophy that follows , the tenas 

All or Bn&i Israel should be read with this EUl)lication in mind. 

The terms Torat Elohim, Torat Eloh~u, and Torat Ha-Shem refer to 

the entire corpus of Jewish knowledge . Wessel,y specificall,y referred to 

Torah as the reYealed Law of Moses. He understood the Law in its traditional 

written and oral components, and argued that the teachings within this tra­

dition were uniquel,y binding on the Jewish people. lt is this characteristic 

of Torat Elohim tbat is hportant in Wessel,y1 s educational philosophy. He 

approached the entire body of huaan knowledge and divided it in two; the 

first bal.t is Torat El.chill the second is Torah Ha-Adu . Torat Elohim is an 

area of knowledge llbich is distinctly particular to t he Jews, revealed, and 

authoritative for thet11. Wessel::, suggested that these laws were binding 

only for Jews because they were revealed directl,y through Hoses and those 

who followed bi11 . 
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The autbori tative nature of the la"' is not defensible by reason. 

Rather it is only because it is revealed that 1 t is binding. Wessely 

suggested that tbe wisest men woul.d have found it illlJ)osaible to discover 

the laws in this real■ of knowledge. Weaael,y's Tor&t ElohilFI as knowledge 

per se is tbe basis of man• a religious quest in lite. Torah Elohui or the 

Divine Knovledge is as &bsolute}J necessary as Torat Ha-Adaa, hu11&n know-

ledge, if un is to reach bis f\111 potential. It is illl)ortant to note that 

Wessel.y 1 a Torat. Elohim is simplJ assuaed as tbe unquestioned Jewish belief. 

Hence, Torat Elobi11 is not the M.jor point of persuasion in Divre Sbal.OII Ve­

~; rather it is Torat Ha-Adu,, hUll&D knowledge, which WesselJ sought to 

persuade Jews to acquire . 

Torat Ha-Adu, or hUll&n knowledge, is the second kind of knowledge 

about which Wessel.y writ~s. It is defined through the three categories of 

secular studies: 

1. niauaiut -- social sciences and social graces: ethics, 
good 11anners, refinement, elegance of diction, history, 
geography, tbe customs of the country, and the rules of 
the kings. 

2. tiviut -- natural sciences: zoology, bot.any, cbe11istry, 
and 11edicine. 

J. leaudiut -- mathematical sciences: 
and as£ronom,y.6 

arithmetic, ge0tnetry, 

Wessel.y included within the scope of Torat Ha-Adam all the subj ects of the 
7 

secular itorld previously excluded fro11 the Jewisn curriculum. These new 

real.ms of science, philosophy, and literature itere avenues of the Enlighten-

11ent. Torat Ha-Adam included the fu.nduentals of enlightened lcnovledge 

whose value .-as unquttstioned in the Gentile world. On the other hand, in tbe 



Jewish world tbe Ashkenazi■ in particular saw Torat Ha-Ad1111, secular know-

ledge, as a dangerous diversion fro11 the Talmud. Hence, Wessely 1 s priaary 

goal ws to sbow the Jews that un could only live in a ■odern enliahtened 

societi}' 111 th botb Torat .Elobul and Torat Ha-Adaa. 

Tbere is a variant usage or Torat Ha-Adu wrt.b,y or notation. Weasely 

usually referred t o general secular knowledge as Torat Ha-Ada■, but in one 

section Torat Ha-Ad&11 ■eans natural law in contrast to Dinne Lav,~ 

El.ohi■• Wessely wrote, "Fro■ Ad&ll to Moses twenty-se•en generations passed, 

and ffiuring tbia peri"1/ they only obaen-ed tbe natural lav Lforat Ha-Ad~, 
8 

these were the seTeo coaandaents lfloahide precept!7 and their derl•atives." 

Torat Ha-Adu precedes Torat Elohim in ti■e. Yet, Torat Ha-Adu, taken as 

natural law, runs parallel to Torat El.obi■ as Divine Law. Both are know­

ledge and law in liessely' s sys tea. Torat Ha-Adu, wuike Torat Elohim, can 

be derind fro& nature by tbe vise 11en of eTery generation, rather than only 

by the direct authoritative revelation. Wessely was conaistent in his use 

of these tents, phrases, and ideas and sustained his position regarding the 

division or knowledge. 

One last ter■ requires attention, as tbi s term might be the bridge 

between Torat Ha-Adam and Torat Elohim. Wessely referred to Derech Eretz 

as a general category of~ produced by the knowledge of Torat Ha-Ada11. 

One can learn Derecb Eretz from the stud7 or nlllusiut and also reach a hi gher 

plateau of refinement and happiness thro-ugh it. Like Wessel7 ' s other ter&s, 

this one bas a double usage. Derech Eretz serves as the vehicle by which a 

Jew can raise himself to the level or acceptablli ty; simultaneously, Derech 

Eretz is the refinement acquired through exposure to the world of secular 
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subjects, especially the realm of ni•usiut. Wessely wrot,e on Derecb Eretz: 

"It is of benefit to society and teaches !J.ai' hov to enjoy everyt.bing under 

tbe sun. It causes the success of the man's deeds /efforts7 and helps eve17-
- - 9 

one be of assistance to bis fellow men in all their actions and affairs.• 

Thus, for Wessely Derech Eretz is a 11eans and an end; and as vill be discussed 

in a later section of this chapter, the 4evelopment of Wessely1 s educational 

philosophy can be traced through earlier discussions of Derech Eretz in one 

of Wessely I s previous works. 

The four terms discussed above give so■e indication of Wesseley 1 s 

educational goals. '11le breadth of bis philosophy does not stem tro11 the 

radical nature or bis views but rather fro• tbe dualities that are implied 

in his teniinology. For instance, when Wessely argued that the Jewish people 

(~) bad ilP'lored non-religious literature (i .e. secular lcnowledge--Torat 

Ha-Ad&111), be i111plied that the Jews as a distinct people with a "mutilated 

and confused tongue" (Iiddisb) vere educationally retnote fro11 the "~isdoa and 
10 

virtues which co111prise the natural lav [secuar lcnowledge-Torat Ha-Ad~7." 

It is the distinctions of Wessely' s language tbat broaden bis educational 

pbilospby. 

Wessely presented a historical rationale for the Jews• i gnorance of 

secular knowledge, This i.s found primarily in chapter three of the !'irst 

letter, although strands of this historical view run tbl"Oughout the letter. 

In addressing billself to the absence of Torat Ha-Adam among the J ews, Wessei, 

argued that knowledge of the sciences, non-biblical literature, and language 

was not foreign to tbe Jewish eJq>erience. He suggested that only since the 

Jevs have lived in tbe Diaspora, particularly in Geraan,y and Poland, have 



tbe7 been ao ignorant of buun knowledge. wessel.7 indicted the Jevs not 

si11ply for secular ignorance but also for a merely superficial Wl•erat.anding 

of their own laws and custoas. He specified that the lack or graaaar and 

diction aaong Jews in their use of Hebrew was disgraceful. He was also 

critical of their in&bili. ty to speak or read in the vemacular. ill or 

this is placed vi.thin a historical perspective, a viev that led Wesseq to 

find fault with the Gentile rulers of Europe. Jews ai.gbt easily have 

grasped the enlightened subj ects of "progressive modern cowitries," but before 

Joseph II, they were restricted. The exclueions of the past bad held Jews 

back from the tull acquisition of knowledge, but the future offered t.h• a 

chance to reaedy that disability. Wessely led up to Joseph II' s benevolent 

edicts vbicb would educate Jews and hence, integrate them into the greater 

secular world. 

This historical reasoning is re■iniscent of Dobm's argumentation. 

Both men sav the plight of the Jews in tenu of what bad transpired in the 

past, a past dictated by the reign of kings and rulers vho wished to suppress 

the Jews . Wessely, like Dohm, saw education as the best means of equalization, 

a process of raising the Jew to the level of his fellow citizen. This kind 

of perspective places the burden of Jewish ignorance on history while tbe 

Wll)recedented epportunit7 of enlightened education co111111&nds the present. By 

setting the Jewish educational diletll!U within history Wessel)' attempt«! to 

persuade the Jews that the responsibility for their ignorance was not theirs 

but that of the Gentiles who oppressed them. In bis attempt to convince 

the Jews to gain secular knowledge, Wessel.y' s 11ethod of argwnentation lent 

historical credibility to the study of secular subjects within Jewish tradi­

tion. He reasoned that the Gentile world bad restricted tbe Jew, abused and 
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suppressed bi.a by preventing bis acquisition of hu111&n knowledge; tbe Jews 

deser-red the rigJ)t to uster such lcno111ledge, and Joseph II bad granted it 

to thea, Reaetnbering that this first letter was a lett.er of persuasion, 

tbe sections wi.tb a historical perspective are the passages that try to 

ecmvince the Je111s of the Jewish tradition of secular knowledge, e-1., 

wi.tbin the Sephardic custoa, and the benefit.a that will accure frot1 it. 

Tbe educational philosophy or Naphtali Herz Wessel.7 vas concisely 

stated in the opening paragraphs of OiYre Shal.om Ve-emet. It began wi.tb 

Proverbs 22:6: "Educate the child in the way he shou1d ,o, and even when 

he is old be wi.11 not depart fro~ it." Wessely derived two illll)ortant aax:i■s 

from this verse . Hanocb La-naar -- "educate the child" -- iaplies that tbe 

best ti.Ille for education is the period of childhood when the young llind is 

free and uninhibited. The second lesson coaes fro■ al pi darico, which 

Wessely understood as: according to ~is (the child's) abilities and 

stren&ths. For Wessely individual. consideration was essential in proper 

instruction. HaTing fonaulated these two basic a.xi.oms, he moved on to 

specit'y that the education of Jewi.sb children should be systeaatic. The 

system be proposed was divided into the afornentioned two basic categories, 

Torat Elobi111 and Torat Ha-AdU11 Divine Law or Kno,1ledge and Natural or HU11an 

Knowledge of Law. He carefully explicated the details of each area, as was 

previously discussed , Wessely exa,dned the difference between the two tonis 

of knowledge and stated that although Torat Ha-Ada■ preceded the religious 

laws in time, both were derived from the SUie source, G-d. Wessel.y wished 

to merge within the Jew the two components of total knowledge. Bis educational 

philosopby struck a balance between the religious world of the Jew and the 

aoligbtened world of the Gentile. Tbe aaJority of tbe letter focused on tbe 



-56-

need tor Torat Ha-Adu in order to bal.a.n.ce the knowledge of tbe Jen. 

Wessely1 s criticin ot Jewi.sh education stelllllled from bis desire tor that 

balance; and within that truework he set down the following objections 

and proposals. 

Weaael,y1 a cri ticis.s of Jewish education are noteworthy because the)' 

point to those essentials of his educational philosophy which he found lack­

ing in eighteenth-century Jewish instruction. A 111ajor point which he repeated 

in different foniul.Altions was that Jewish scholars who knew only To~ Elohi• 

were as if Without life. He wrote, "any scholar [?ho knows the laws of 0-d 

and Tora!Y but who bas no knowledge (or etiquette, retineaent, and Derech 
-i1 --

Eretz7- a carcass is better than he." As will be discussed in the next 

chapter this interpretation of the paesqe tr011 Leviticus Rabba (l: 2) 111ight 

have incited the wrath of several Polish Rabbis. Be that as it--,, Wessely'a 

point was clear: specifically Jewish knowledge alone was too li111ited and this 

lillitation rendered such knowledge worthless. He believed that a scholar 

who possessed secular knowledge alone was at least accepted in the Gentile 

world as an educated un, yet, a aan liaited to the religious laws of Judaism 

offered no great help to either the Jew or the Gentile . 

Wessel)' was aore specific in his criticis111 of Jewish education than 

.arely u.king the sweeping charge of its limited worth. He argued that the 

Jews "don't know the graaaar of the Holy language, understand the beauty or 
12 

its diet.ion, L°:] the elegance of its syntax . ... n He was very critical of 

language usage and stressed the need £or tbe Hebrew to be purified, studied, 

and spoken properly. Wessely also fowld reasons to fault the teaching of 

Judaia■ 1 s principles. "And even tbe sources of faith are not taught in an 
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order (systeril so tbat tbe children lligbt become conversant Wi. th them 
- - 13 

{the prinoip1e~_7 and tbey don I t hear in the scbools about ethics .•.. " 

Wessely believed in a syste111atic instruction that would prepare a student 

for life. FAucatioo sbould combine both the Jewish and non.Jewish. He 

criticized the general disorganization of Jewish education which resulted 

in tbe students bei.ng ill prepared. The lack of systeinatiz,atioo and limi ted 

Jewish curriculum could be changed because of the benevolen.ce of Joseph's 

edicts. 

These edicts would solve the iamediate problem of th.e Jews' ignorance, 

r easoned Wessely; yet, he sought to bave a more far-reachi.J11g affect on his 

co-religionists. The proposals that Wessely urged tbe Jew!1 to accept fall 

into three maj or categories. One area of concern was the E1ubject of ethics, 

universal morality, or silllJ)ly catechized Jewish religious t~ougbt. Wessely 

urged that textbooks should be written that concisely arruiged the vast 

amount of Jewish lore in a more enl~htened fashion. A sec:ond aspect was 

learning the vernacular which included books in Oeman, suc:h as Mendelssohn's 

translation of the Pentateuch. Tne third category Wessely suggested that 

the Jews consider, was the varied secular subjects to be :ir1cluded in Jewish 

education. This encoinpassed specific proposais of pedagogJr and reorganization 

in the classroo111. Although Wessely's overall intent was the acceptance of 

such secular knowledge, this third category specified the 1~easons that such 

subj ects should be taught . Keepirlg :irJ mind this averview C>f Wessely' s intent 

and philosophy, the following discussion will consider theue three areas of 

concern. 

Wessely began to explicate bis pbilosopbf of educat:Loo in tbe fifth 
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chapter of his letter. He defined the various aspects of secular knowledge 

that would be available to the Jew. In the chapter that followed be suggested 

the need for new tex~books that would teach religious ethics: 

And ■ore than this /secular s ubjects7 our co~•uni~ needs 
to publish new books /tuts] on faith and nlues know­
ledg~7 that vill be {.usef to teach our children 
scbool.14 

Be went on to note that the Eliq>eror bad ordered such texts to be published 

to help the Jevs. Wessel,- reasoned that even though our tradition was 

replete with ■any books of visdom, the Torah and Talwd, such prillllry texts 

vere not tor beginners. Farther he specified that these texts "need to be 
15 

written in si111Ple and pure language !Jf ebre'!7-" Wessely felt the author 

should vri te the texts vi th a concern for the child I s abilit.y. There should 

a derech &hat, a uniforaity in the presentation of kol prat u' frat, e-.ery 

detail of the religion . Wessely urged that each ite111 be supported by a 

verse of Torah and then clarified in 11odem ter■s. If such a text existed, 

Wessely argued, the youth would acquire the truth of the Torah, "and when 

they grew and did not succeed in increasing their knowledge vi th Mishnah and 
16 

Ta.b1ud, the funda11entals would not be abandoned •. .. 11 He concluded that 

s uch knowledge vas basic "for a 111&0 to live in t.o (.bot'iJ worlds." This 

refers to the Jelfish world of Torat Elohim and th e secular vorld of Torat 

Ha-Adu. Wessely defined the content of the specific text needed to teach 

Torat Ha-Adam as 11nb1usiut /refine111ent and etiquette7 and Derech Eretz for 
- 17 -

they enco.ipass Torat Ka-Adam. 11 Wessely eaiphasized the need to systematit:e 

both aspects of knowledge in texts to be used as manuals for the students. 

The discussion of texts and bow they should be written indicates a 



great deal about Wessel.71 s educational philosophy. Si111ply put, be argued 

for Jewish catecbis111S. Such a proposal in and of itself was not radical, 

especia.ll.7 aaong the Kaskili11 of Wessely 1 s circle. Although the subject of 

Jewish catecbisllls will be dealt with later, it is i.aportant to note here 

that such texts reflect Wessely 1s desire for an educational system. His 

stress D'n the unifo:naity of presentation and the lucid nature of language 

further highlights the iaportance of organization and natural simplicity in 

Wessely' s pedagogy. Note also his insistence tba t the language be pure and 

correct, reflecting his belie.f in the syst•atic grU111atical study of a 

language, especially Hebrew. His concern for the students' capabilities 

was a recurring theme in the letter and suggested the influence of Basedow 

and Pestalozzi on bis philosophy (an infiuence which is discussed more fully 

in a later chapter). Wessely, like 11any Kaskilia, vanted Jewish education 

centered around tbe Tanacb, not the study of Mishnah and Tal.lllud. Although 

he did not reject the study of rabbinic sources, he stressed t he value of 

Biblical sources in the tranS111ission of funduental religious beliefs. 

The second lllajor theme in Wessely 1s educational philosophy is the 

need tor the veraacular. On thi.e point it must be remembered, before con-

sideringwiessely1 s argu111entation, tb&t under the F.dicts of Toleration the 
16 

Jews were expected to learn Oe:nnan within a certain time period. Wessely, 

however, approached the vernacular not fro• the standpoint of a legal 

requirement, but rather as a virtuous addition for the Jew. He wrote t hat 

in order to deal with important Gentiles and high-ranking officers of the 

state, Jews should learn the vernacular. In his seventh chapter be specU'ied 
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how the language could be taught. He began with the wanriest praise for 

Mendelssohn I s translation of the Pentateuch in Geman. Wessely saw 

Mendelssohn ' s translation as an ideal pedagogic tool: 

Wben the t.eachers teach their students the Torah by means 
of this OeJ"Wlan translation, which is written 1n a very 
pure language, they will accust0111 the children f ro" 
their youth to speak the vernacular .. . , 19 

He vent OD to point out that up until then, teachers could not speak Gerun; 

hence, tbey could not. properly explain things to their students. FUrther, 

these t eachers were not using pure gr&1111&tical Hebrev. Mindful of both a 

pure spoken Geru.n and gr&1111atical Hebrew, Wessely concluded that 

Mendelssohn 1 • translation and !!!!: ( co111r1enta1"7), would serve t o correct 

and properly instruct Jewish youth. 

He proceeded to outline the need for a s;ystecatic study of Bible 

t brough a proper use of language. Wessely wrote: 

Tbe child should bear G-d I s Torah in a pure and lucid 
language and the utter /or the Bible7 will enter his 
heart, and be will understand more; and the pure r the 
language the more be llill under stand . 20 

Grammar an d the ex.act meanings of words shoul d be used so that students 

would learn the fundament als of the language. Wessely argued that the study 

of Hishnah and Talllud was a lso based on a proper preparation in language: 

lf they succeed and go in their studies to study also 
Mishnah and Ta.lmud they will derive matters of truth 
fro11 the language ot the Torah and from the understanding 
of the roots [l'uoduentals7 of the language which will 
benefit t hem all their days.21 

More uiport.antl.y though: 

For those who do not. succeed to study both Misbnah and 
Talmud but when they grow up and bec011e artisans or 
merchants tbe instruct i on of their youth will serve the11, 
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that they liill know how to read the Torah and understand 
the plain meanings of the words, and to understand the 
prayere that they pray and to read books on morality. 22 

For Wessel,y then, even the study of Jewis h texts depended upon a foundation 

in language. The vernacular ae well as a purified Hebrew should be taught. 

He regarded neither the vernacular nor a pure gruunatical Hebrew as a 

radical departure from Jewish tradit"ion, 

Wessel,y urged the Jews to recognize that only in Gennany did Jews 

speak the vernacular iaproperl.y. He listed the several Jerisb cou,unities 

in the western diaspora that spoke the language or their country. 'nle 

Sephardi (Spanish and Portguese ) Jews spoke Spanish; the Italian Jews spoke 

Italian; the British Jews apoke English; French Jews spoke French; and 

Middle Eastern Jews spoke Turkish and Arabic . Wessely asserted that even 

Polish Jews spoke the vernacular or their country more properly than Gel"'ll&n 
23 

Jews. Jews living in Ger11an-speaking lands stood alone with their confused 

and improper language. He argued that knowledge of tbe vernacular was 

totally within the cultural cust011 of diaspora Jewry. Therefore, the time 

had come for Gennan Jews to ir.aster Geman. 

His reasoning continued that because the Jews lacked f a cility in the 

•ernacular, they were prevented fro11 acquiring the wisdo11 of great Oennan 

wri ters and poets. This situation would continue as long as s tudents were 

taught 11umer the hand of teachers froai Poland who speak Gennan in a garbled 
24 

and confused way." He argued that there was historical precedent for Jews 

knowing more than one language. The men of the Sanhedrin were "experts in 

all languages." There was also the historical eX&111Ple of the men who knew 

Hebrew and Aramaic as ve.ll as those like Mai.111onides who lcnev Arabic. By 



analogy then, the Jews or Germ&ll-speaking lands should learn Oer11an, con­

cluded Wesaely. Jews could then converse with Gentiles on any matter, 

secular or religious. 

Important factors of Wesaely 1s philosopb,y are reflected within this 

second •jor theme. As with bis concern for new texts, the knowledge ot the 

vernacular required a 117ste111atic approach. Wessely stressed that the !\mda­

mentals of gra-.ar and word aeaning be taught to insure tile purit7 of the 

spoken tongue. Teachers should be properly trained in language usuage, 

both Hebrev and Geraan, so that they would bel(lOd examples for their students. 

It is •ore apparent in this discuesi.on that the stud7 of Bible was cmtral 

for Weasely. Be was ut.reael,y co-.,ll•en t&ry to Mendelssohn I s transl& tion 

and Biur and suggested several times that it be a main text because of its 

clarit7 and purity of language. Wessel,)' reali~ed that without the funda­

mentals or either religious morality or language, education would fail to 

provide a student with the preparation needed for life, 

The last general aspect of educational refonn that Wessely urged 

the Jews to accept was the study of secular disciplines. Be defined what 

each realm of Torat Ha-Adam included and gave reasons for acquiring this kind 

of knowledge. First Wessely cited the social benefit of 111&stering such know­

ledge, and gave Mendelssohn as an ex&11Ple: "And it [study of secular know­

ledge7 will please G-d and man, and thus has such a wise 111an appeared in 
- 25 

our generation ... Moses .Mendelssohn." Wessely went on to suggest tbat 

secular knowledge would also bring •an to a higher love of 0-dc 

The studies of ba-nimusiut, v1ha-tiviut, v'ha-limudiut ••. 
are needed as the baS1.s of faith and as the rimda11entals 
of the fear of 0-d am His love and the glorification of 
the honor of ~e Lord and His deeds and Holy words in the 
heart of man.2 
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These were general reasons why Jews 19bould acquire secular knowledge, 

but Wessely saw further reasons for introducing such subjects. 

In order to fully understand the Bible, one must be aware of history 

and geography. Wesael.y cited passages fro• the~ that depended upon 

a knowledge or ancient history: the conquest of the land and the various 

people the Israelites encountered. Geography is a subject that provides 

the boundaries, rivers, and physical characteristics that clarify the travels 

so often reported in the Bible. Secular knowledge also gives the Jew a 

sense of his unique role in history that G-d chose the Israelites rather 

than another people, because they had not deserted Torat fla-Ad&11: 

And thus /secular knowledge7 helps to love 0-d and to fear 
Him, when-/one7 knows the custas of these first 2_eoples 
and how qu!ck!y they deserted Torat Ha-Mu and /one will] 
understand why the Lord did not choose the11 •• •• 27 -

Thus , for Wessel.y secular knowledge was not only essential for the Jews of 

his dq, but it was a prerequisite for being chosen by G-<:I. 

Within this third area, Wessel.y also gave soine specific suggestions 

for tbe needed reorganization am refonn within the classroom. In order to 

properly instruct Jewisb students in Torat Elohim as well as Torat Ha-Adaat 

tbere bad to be a more systematic approach to education. Students would be 

required to master the f'Undamentals of both co-.ponents of knowledge in 

order to live in the general society. This prope.r- preparation was iinpossible 

without the correct guidance and classification of the student~ 

And pay careful attention to the division /Jelectioi{ and 
grading of the boys, so that the child who is learnU1g 
the read1.ng or Hebrew and gramsnar in his class does not 
go out /Is not pro111oted7 to the class in which they will 
study with hilll Torah, 1aith and a little ethics until he 
is exuiined by the bead111&sters1 wbo Will judge whether or 
or not be bas completed the studies of the previous class 
satisfactorily. Similarly, the boy vho has been learning 
Torah and fethic!7must not go out /ye promote~? to tbe 
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class vhere he vill be taught Mislmah and Barai tot until 
it is judged th.at be satisfactorily completed the studies 
in the previous class. And if i t is judged that he is not 
capable to study the Mishnah and Talmud, it (vill be) 
better for him that his portion not be put vi tb theirs 
[i.e. better if he did not go on to 11101"8 difficult material) 
but he should learn the handicraft of his choice and con­
tinue vith the study of Torah an~8ethi cs in order that he 
should learn to fear the Lord •• • • 

Wessely s t ressed that the classification and grading of students was dependent 

upon the students' talents and mastery of material. He suggested that such 

a system would as a matter of course mean that those vho did succeed i .n 

Talmud, ''will have already completed [ their study] of nimusiu t and wis• 

dom. 1~
9 The divergence in students is very important "because not all o! 

us v ere created to be masters of Talmud and to engage in the depths of 

religion • .,JO Wessely concluded that s ecular s tudies be integrated into 

the educational process of the Jevs and they be blended vi th the Jewish 

material. 

Wessely 's discussion on secular subjects and pedagogy reflects some 

of the basic trends of his educational philosophy. His reas oning that 

secular knowledge further elucidates the st\l!ly of Bible, and is therefore 

essential, indicates once more the central position of Bible i n Jewish 

education. For Wessely, Jewish studies began with the foundation of 

Biblical knowledge. He believed that secular subjects, Torat Ha-Adam, 

were essential in the Jew's quest to revere his 0-d. Thus, as i n the 

discussions on texts and language, Wessely argued that his proposals were 

fully within the historical and religious traditions of the Jewish people. 

Lastly, his overriding concern for uniformity and a systematic development 

vas clearest in his proposals for the gradation of students. 

Within the three areas of texts, language, and secular subjects, 
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Wessely•s educational philosophy is clearly re.fleeted; yet, Divre Shalom 

Ve-emet was not Wessely' s only work; hence, it is inlportant to consider 

how his philosophy is presented in other vorks. The works that are 

noteworthy in this discussion are limited to those which pre-date 1782. 

After this date Wessely's writings on education cannot be taken out of the 

context of the opposition to his proposals; hence, his earlier works like 

Gan Naul (1765), Yen Levanon (1775)1 and his ~ to Leviticus {1781) in the 

Mendelssohn translation, Vi.11 be considered as sources for Wessely's earlier 

philosophy. His grammatical work Gan Naul and his biblical commentary on 

Leviticus are important not for any specific statement on education, but 

rather for their style. These works are paradigms for the Biblical,, 

grammatical, concise Hebrew usage that Wessely desired. They are examples 

o f how texts should be wri tten and language used and taught. Wessely wrote 

in Di.vre Shalom Ve- emet that his Gan Naul and cOlftlllentary to Leviticus were 

the kind of texts needed and further, that his methodology of grammar, word 

meaning, and clarification vas the best way to educate students.31 When 

Wessely urged that educati on be systematic, be gave his ovn works as examples 

of such a system. 

In Yen Levanon, Wessely's commentary to Pirke Avot, we do not find 

his syst8111atic approach, but there are som.e statements on the importance of 

Derech Eretz. Scholars have found direct connections between Wessely1 s 

analysis of secular lmovledge in Divre Shalom Ve-emet and his earlier com­

ments on the juxtaposition of Derech Eretz and Torah in Pirke Avot. 32 As 

stated earlier 1n this chapter, D9rech Eretz as used in Divre Shalom Ve- emet 

suggested a means and an end in education; in Yen Leva.non the term was used 
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more generall.y and had not, developed fully to its later usage. The tour 

passages discussed below will give some indication of how Wessely's under­

standing of Derech Eretz and concern for secular knowledge developed. 

I n commenting on chapter two, nlishnah two, "Yafe tallllud Torah ' im 

Derech Eretz," Wessely vrote that Derech Eretz was an essential corapliment 

to the stl.l.dy of the Divine law. He defi ned Derech Eretz first as an occu­

pation that [a man] should have love in his heart and he will appreciate all 

things under the sun. JJ Later in the sc1111e co11D11ent be more fully explicated 

Derech Eretz as1 

The business negotiations or 111&11 and the customs observed 
between people and the customs of the man with bis wife 
and the men of his household and thus generally 'Jfimusiut 
[refinement and etiquette] and good citizenship. 

In this passage Derech Eretz is presented in only a limited scope, yet 

Wessely suggested that such a virtue was essential. It is necessary tor man 

to have Derech Eretz for Without it Torah is not possible. One begins to see 

that Wessely divided the rubric of knowl edge into t110 categories, one of 

Divine quality the other of a worldly nature; yet both are needed for a man 

to fulfill his role in life. 

In his comment on "Im 'ein Torah 'ein Derech Eretz, Im 'ein De.rech 

Eretz •ein Torah" (Pirke Avot J:21), one sees the intricate relationship 

between the two aspects of knowledge. Wessel.y suggested that Derech Eretz 

was the universal behavior that allowed all men to live together, "l'kaiyem 

ha-kibutz ha- med.ini ( to establish a society)." He defined Derech Eretz in 

almost the same terms as in the passage above adding, "and even though there 

is not in all of this [Derech Eretz] positive and negative commandments, the 



-67-

world needs it . "36 Wessel.y elaborated on the essential nature ot Derech 

!!:!U! vis- ll- vis the establishment of society. He did not i n any fashion 

state explici tl.y that Derech Eretz was either pri.ma17 or suppl8!11ental to 

Divine or religious law or lmowledge. Re did write that Der ech Eretz pre­

ceded Torah in time (this is repeat ed in Divre Shalom Ve-emet); however, 

this did not iJlpl,r that Derech Eretz was primary or superior to Torah. 

Wessel.7 emphasized the socia1 necessit)' of Derech Eretz in his comaent on 

the second hal! of the s entence. Man's conduct with other men must be 

proper in order to sustain society, Wessely wrote. ~en man does not have 

Derech Eretr., "there is peruda v'ketata, division and strife, between them 

[men] . 1137 Further, this knowledge 1.s a direct coMJ)lenient to the Torah, "for 

behold that the Torah vas given to aake peace i n the world. "38 Thus, when 

111en cannot 11.ve together there is no f\1.lfillment of Torah. Wessel.y hinted 

at the double nature of Derech Eretz, since it was both a means or f\1.lfilli.ng 

Tor ah and a separate complementary component of Torah. 

A third passage of the same vork which indicates that Wessel.y began 

formulating his educational philosophy before 1782 is llis comment to chapter 

four , llli.shnah one: "Who is a sage? he who learns from a1l men . " This 

passage does not explicitly relate to Der ech Eretz as a term but the intent 

of Wessel.y' s comment is an important link in the develop111ent of his thought. 

Be defined a sage as one who is learned in the Holy texts and follows the 

co11111a.ndments . Be also specified that an important element of being a sage 

was a life of action based on wisdom. "That if he does not observe wisdom 

[follow it in daily life) even though he bas studied i t s [Torah's] laws he 

should not be ca1led a sage. 1139 This statement would discount the va1ue of 



a aan learned in tbe sacred texts who had no Derecb Eretz. Sucb a conclusion 

follows t'ro• the co111ple111entary relationship between Torab and Derecb Erets; 

tbus, tbe stud,y and wbdo11 of the f'onier is of no worth vithout tbe latter. 

This does not i.q>q tbst Derecb Eretz is 11ore essential thm Torah, onq 

that both are needed to have a whole man. Let us re11811ber that Weseeq in 

this text and later in Divre Shalo111 Ve-e111et consist~ regarded Derech Eretz 

as a 11eans of fulfilling Torah, leading to fear and love of tbe Lord. Hence, 

it is not preferable to the Torah; rather Derech Eretz is necessary tor Torab. 

'nle last passage in Yen Levanon pertaining to Derecb Ereh is chapter 

su, 11ishnah si.x. Wessel.y vrote: 

These are tbe utters which a u.n needs to learn and to 
know .•. that be needs to be an expert and know in bis 
habitation of the world, and thi s is tbe general category: 
the general area of laws concerning Derecb Eretz and all 
or ha-nillusiut and the wisdo11 of ba-tiviut and ha-li11Udiut 
tbst a student needs to knov in order to be lll&de splendid 
and ellbellished bt tbeai {!,be areas of secular knowledg!7 •..• 39 

Wessely bed tonnul.&ted the concept of Torat Ha-Ad&lll seven years before be 

wrote Divre Sbaloa Ve-e11et. The specific requirements as stated above are 

exactly those that Wessely urged tbe Jews to wtdertake in his public letter. 

Tbe 111ost i111portant statement in Wessely1 s develop11ent follows the above 

cited passage: "All wisdo11 helps /_tes.ds7 to fear of the Lord and brings an 
- 41 

exaltation of the Blessed One in the hea.rt of lll8Jl." With this stateaent 

Wessel.y incl\.lied all secular knowledge within the tradition of Jewish know­

ledge. Clearly, Derech Eretz or tbe co111ponents of Torat Ha-Adam are the 

means by wbich man ful.f'ills Torah; hence, the question is not if' one 

supplements or preceds the other; rather both Derecb Eretz and Torah are 
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needed. It is in this passage that Oerech Eretz is understood in a much 

111ore general sense thm in Wessely's con1111ent to the first paseage. 

While there is some question as to whether or not Wessely cha111ed 

bis philosophy regarding the balance of secular and religious knowledge 
42 

in his later work, it is illlportant to recognize that Divre Sbaloa Ve-eaet 

did re.nect the earlier works of Wessely. In 1775 when Wessely published 

Yen Levanon it is doubtful whether he realized that seven years later bis 

co1111ents on rabbinic literature would bec011e proposals to be acted I.IPOn in 

actual school ro0111s . Putt.ing aside the question of a philosophical shift 

and accepting the extreaely close similarity in works, it is important that 

Wessely' s Yen Levanon was readily acceptable to the Orthodox co1111unity, 

whereas Divre Shalom Ve- emet was not. More specifically, in the very passage 

quoted above Wessely vrote what he would repeat later: "Any sage who does 

not have~ Csecular knowledg!7 - a carcass is more worthwhile than he." 
tu 

While the earlier was accepted, the later usage was publically conde111ned . 

T"ne point is that Wessely'a educational philosophy in 1775 or 1782 or even 

in 1785 was not in his eyes radical or a detriaent to Judaism. This will be 

more fully considered in the folloWing chapters. 

The four passages from Yen Levanon indicate the importance of~ 

Eretz in Wessely ' s philosophy. He understood knowledge to be a duality 

comprised of Di vine and natural ele11en ts. Tbis same duality is at the center 

of DiYre Shaloa Ve-emet. Wessely was concerned with total knowledge; there­

fore, he always emphasized tbe balance between Torat Elohim and Torat Ha-

Adu. His proposals for new texts on ethics, a pure gr&mll&tical approach to 
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language, and classification of students are all to be considered as 

details of his lArger concern, Yirat ha-Shem--fear of the Lord. For Wesael.y, 

both Torat Elohim and Torat Ha-Adam were necessary for a aan to truly revere 

0-d, since "all wisdom helps to fear the Lord. " Wessel.y considered his 

proposals tor nimusiut, ~, and limudiut as prerequisites for man's 

aspiration to live with other men in an enlightened society and fear bis 

0-d. Tbe educational philosophy of Divre Shalom Ve- emet sought to under­

score the interdependence of the hol,y and the profane, for Wessel.y was a 

un co11fortable in both the Jewish and Gentile worlds of knowledge. The 

Je~ish reaction pro111Pted by Wessely1s letter and his response to that 

reaction deserves consideration at this point. 
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Chapter VI 

The Opposition to Wessel.y and His Later Letters 

Wessely was motivated to write Oivre Sbaloai Ve-eaet by the mixed 

reaction toward J oseph I s edicts. It was a si11ilar mixed reaction to ~ 

Sha.lo• Ve-emet that 1110tivated him to write three later letters. Wessely 's 

public statements on educa tion provoked a great rabbinical-Haskalah con­

troversy. The nature of this dispute involved bitter pole~ics, accusations, 

and coWlter-charges. Wessel.y responded to bis opponents in the tbree l etters 

tbat followed Divre Shal.011 Ve-eaet. Before considering the 111&terial on 

education in these subsequent letters, the specifics and dyn.allics of the 

opposition to Wessely •ust be discussed. 

The problems involved in such a controversy tend to blur the historical 

ruificatiorus of Wessely1 s educati onal. philosopey. The following statements 

by noted scholars will serve as e.xa11ples of the controversy's complexity. 

Joseph Klausner suggests that except for a particular midrashic intefl)retation, 

the p&11phlet was neither radica.l nor offensive: 

.Apparently, there 1s nothing new in it /Divre Shalom Ve­
emet7 even for its own time. The pamphlet was written 
with ease, and it is filled with deep and sincere faith. 
It does not attack the customs or tradition of the people • ••. 
With regard to the Rabbis, Wessely' s only sin for the111 was 
his el\elication or the statement, "Any sage who does not have 
Deah Lreading ~eah as Der ech E.retz7- a carcass is more worth­
wtifre than he. 

In contras t to this view Grunwald contends that Wessel.y ' s criticisms of 

Jewish education incited the trouble. "They ll>oUsh R.abbi17 especially 

resented the statement that Polish teachers were respons ible for inefficient 

11e~ods of instruction and for the misuse of the Gennan language in the 
2 

Gennan co-unities." A third possible viewpoint, that of Charles Ozer, 

relates to Wessely 1s general radical educational posture rather th.an to any 
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The letter shows throughout the author' s adherence to and 
love ot traditional Judaism. One cannot find in it any­
thing irreverential or anti -religious. Nowhere does be 
question rabbinical authority. Ondoubtedl.y, the inter­
pretation be chose for the quotati on, "A scholar who has 
no knowledge, eTen a carcass is better than be," •as 
ottensive to the rabbis and aroused their ire. But 
this unfortunate interpretation was not the cause of the 
ensuing controversy, ot that stol"II of resentment which 
arose in rabbinic circles against both the epistle and 
its author. Tbe rabbis found Wessel.y' s writing revo­
luti onary on two counts: (1) in its proposed reforms 
in the education of the youth; (2) in its espousal of 
secular studies,3 

Ozer concludes that even conaidering the midrashic interpretation, nothing 

specific in the letter caused the quarrel. In his opinion, the root of t he 

proble111 lay in Wessel.y' s overall philosophy rather tban bis criticis11 of 

education. In direct contrast to this attitude, Kurzweil suggests that the 

cont ro'f'ersy was precipitated by a naiTe view of Joseph II ' s edicts: 

lt is a well-known fact that be /Jesael.l._7 published his 
Divre Shal011 Ve-emet only a few •onths after Joseph II 
bad published his "Toleransedikt," and vas insufficiently 
versed in the problems of Jewish education. Nor must we 
overlook the fact that Wessely interpreted the edict 
with undue opti111iH1 - a feeling that was shared neither by 
the Rabbis nor even Mendelssohn. It is this difference 
that underlies the famous dispute between Wessely and the 
Rabbis.4 

This assuaes that Wessely fai led to recognize the ed icts as assimilato:ry. 

There seems to be no eVidence to substantiate such a conclusion. Yet, it 

does add another facet to the complexity of the situation. A final overview 

of the controversy by Raphael Mahler, combines several of the f a ctors cited 

above: 
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Wessel,y, despite bis moderation and orthodox devotion 
to bis religion, had set out to disturb not only the 
traditional order of studies but also the whole system 
based on the study of the Gemara and built on a hierarc11¥ 
of Talmudic scholars •• •. They'ZJ>olish Rabbi_!7 regarded the 
emphasis that his book placed on the study of the Bible 
and ethics and its suggestion to leave the stu<ty of the 
TalJnud to those who have a talent for it a s a negation or 
the whole concept or religion. What part.ioularly 1.nfUriated 
the rabbis, however, was the reflection on their honor con- S 
ta1ned in Wessely's interpretation of the Midrashic epigram .•.• 

Mahler reaches the conclusion that not one factor but a combination or 

el811lents led to the public argument. Of the five conflicting statements, 

the c0111111ent by Mahler presents the most probable reasoning tor the opposition 

to Wessely. Unlike the other scholars, he recognizes the broad scope or 

the probletn and considers it in tenis of the entire historical situation 

rather than specific philosophical differences. If tbe four earlier state­

ments are partially correct, then the Mahler state111ent is the a>st completely 

correct. 

Another aspect of the scholarly division is typified by the e.xtr•es 

or Graetz and Samet. Graetz vrites: 

Although the zealots {those in opposition to Wesseli? were 
without support froll Berlin, they continued in their heretic­
bunting, causing the pulpits to re-echo with imp recations 
against Wessely; and in Lissa bis letter was publicly burned.6 

Graetz•s position recounts only the de1'&111ation of Wessely as a religious 

heretic. Graetz portrays Wessely as an innocent enli,ghtened servant of his 

people. He sees only Wessely ' s point of view and is hardly objective in 

reaching bis conclusion . Another narrow position is presented by Moshe 

Suet. He compares the controversies over Mendelssohn's Biur aod Wessely's 

Divre Sbalo~ Ve-emet and concludes that each was vastly different. Samet 

notes that. the argument with Wessely was "a strong and bitter poleaic and 
7 

included some of the most famous rabbis of the generation.• The two 



famous rabbis he refers to are Ezekiel Landau of Prague an:i David Tevele 

or Lissa. Samet wonders if the rabbis were opposed to Wessely represented. 

He concludes that the opposition to Wessely was a highly emotional one in 

which charges were so111eti111es provoked by state11ents by periphe rally involved 
8 

rabbis and Haskilim. This view is still one-sided as it places Wessely' 11 

initial letter in a context which is removed from hi s educational philosophy. 

S&111et, no less than Graetz, views the controversy in terlllS which relate to 

personalities, preTious acceptances of Wessely 1 s works and intellectual and 

religious groups. This leads to a conclusion which redeems Wessely or 

11i.ni 11izes the oppos ition as temporary. 

With regard to this thesis, the il1portant point is that any single 

conclusion drawn Crom secondary 111& terial like that quoted is only partially 

correct . The complex historical nature of the rabbinical opposition. to Wessely 

is far too involved to be properly covered in this discussion. The essmtial 

reason for the limitation is the absence of primary text sources. The 

sennons denouncing Wessely, delivered by Landau and Tevele, were not avail­

able f or this thes is, and since these sennons f orm the basis of the opposition, 

their absence l eaves only secondary 111&ter ial. Keeping in mind the COJ!PleXity 

of the situation and the limited scope of this thesis, the following dis­

cussion will briefly consider the cha rges against Wessely 11&de by Ezekiel 

Landau and David Tevele . Although there are references to several rabbis, 

the sources agree that the import.ant opposition came from .Landau and Tevele , 
9 

and a discussion of the other rabbis would only confuse the situation. 

On Sbabbat Ha-Gadol, 1782, Ezekiel Landau, the chief Rabbi of Prague 

gave a sel"lllon which criticized and condemned Wessely ' s educational philos ophy. 



Landau was not opposed in principle to secular knowledge as long as it vas 

secondary to tbe study of Torah and Talmud. He considered Wessel)' 1s philoso­

ph;y an inversion of that formula. Landau held that Divre Sbal.OIII Ve-emet 

stressed secular knowledge over tbe study of Talmud. Landau recogni~ed the 

threat that the Haskilim, especially those who followed Wessely, presented; 

and he attacked those who sought rationalism when he wrote: 

And behold, because of our -.any sins, there haTe arisen 
various sects among our people; these sects, while 
differing from one another, have th is in co•on--tbey 
all are injurious to a perfect faith.10 

He considered the trend of reason in direct conflict wi tb the proper faith. 

Elia arguaeot against rational.iS111 also involved bis opposition t.o the study 

or Oennan in schools: 

As soon as you bec011e accustomed to the Ger11an language you 
vill llish to read books which have nothing to do with i,aprov­
ing the knowledge of the language /&nnan7 but deal with 
resea.rcb on tbe subject of religion and the Torah, and thus 
you aay, 0-d forbid, become estranged from your faith. For 
all who talk and write about religion from a rational point 
of view cause only hana.11 

Landau was opposed to the instruction of Gennan as a tool which might be used 

to weaken Jewish tradition. He recognized tbe necessity of such a language, 

but the need was not great enough to place study of the vernacular over at.lady 

of Torah. It was logical that be should be opposed to Wessely's suggestion 

that Mendelssohn's translation be u15ed as a text. Landau saw such a refor11 

as a reduction of the Torah's primary role in Jewish education. He reasoned 

that the Bible should not become a vehicle for learning Oe1111an, thereby 

opening the door to secular subjects: 
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Seeing that the language of Mendelssohn I s transl.a tion 
is deep and difficult for the child to understand, the 
teacher must in the first place teach t he pupil pure 
Oel"lllan. Thus the d~ will pass with the teachers ex­
plaining Mendelssohn's German and the boy will 11iss 
the main points of the Torah.12 

Ezekiel Landau, who wrote a special poem in Hebrew t o honor the 

opening or a Realscbule in Prague in 1782, came into conflict witb Wessely 

over the question of lanaguage., It is ill!portant to note that such opposition 

seems misplaced, for it was not Wessely but Joseph II vho decreed that Jevs 

111ust leam the vemacular. Wessely did tnai.ntain in Divre Snalo11 Ve-e11et 

that s tudents sbould b e taught in Gerwan lfi.tb Genaan texts, but Wessely also -
stressed. the purity and elegance of all language. In order to develop the 

proper language facility, the students should be taught from t he beginning 

in the spoken language. Further, Wessely did not omit the study of Hebrew 

texts; rather he urged a correct gr&111111atical methodology that would purify 

tbe students' usage. Landau' s opposition to the introduction of philosophy 

or rationalist s tudy i s a basic conflict between pre-modern and enlightened 

orthodoxy . Wessely ne•er suggested that the study of language or secular 

subjects would lead aw~ from G-d; rather he stressed that Torat Ha-Adam 

was essential if man wa s to acquire Yi rat Ha- Shem--fear of the Lord. Thus, 

Landau ' s opposition was not a specific objection to the actual proposals 

Wessely presented in Divre Shalom Ve- e11et b'Jt rather a projected fear that 

secular s tudies would lead to t he deterioration of traditional J udaism. 

Rabbi David Tevele of Lissa, a !mown Tal~udic scholar and powerful 

Polish rabbi, was the second important opponent of Divre Shalom Ve-emet. 

Tevele, lik~ Landau, used the occasion of Sbabbat Ha- Oadol, 1782, to pub-

licly defame Wessely. Even though seven years previous to this he had given 
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tis approval to Yen Levanon, be questioned the personal integrit1 ot Wessely 

in this senion. He used such epithets as: "stupi d, liiclced, iporant, 

despised one , immodest one, heretic, idiot, despiser ot scholars, crude 
13 

and sbaven one." Tevele recognized the need for the German language but 

only as a secondary subject . He thought that, "Jewish subjects 111ust r81111lin 
14 

the essential and chief part of the curriculW1." He regarded Wessel7's 

suggestions as placing too cnucb eniphasia on secular subjects. Tevele waa 

also opposed to Wessely 1s systeutic approach in the classroom. He con­

sidered the selection and grading process dangerous because it excl\ded 

students fro■ ia;,ortant Jewish subject s and introduced them to vocational 

training: 

Do not listen to the foolish and evil one {Jesseq7 who 
writes that. H' the boy is not capable or studying the 
Tal111ud it is better tor him to abandon these studies. 
Beware, ye co-unities ot Yeshurun, ot lending a willing 
ear to him, for we have often witnessed instances where 
a boy of twelve or thirteen seems to have dil'ficulty 
in learning, but when he is a f ew years older and 
works bard he Ifill excel in the study of the Torah.15 

Tevel e I s pedagogic opposition to gradi ng does not ans1ter the problem of the 

ungraded~; i t merely stresses the universal obligation t o study Torah. 

It is t rue that Wessely suggestd, "not all of us were created to be masters 
16 

of the Ta.l.6iud. " Be 11as not suggesting that a student abandon his Jellish 

study, only that he be prepared for life in a realistic fashion . 

Tevele I s other 1nain objecti.on to Wessely was the proposal t o teach 

ethics and morali ty as separate subjects . For Tevele these areas were more 

t han adequately c overed in the t exts of the rabbis or in t he philosophi cal 

tractates of the ffiedievaJ. sages. Tevele r easoned that extracting the moral 

t eachings froffi Judaism and teaching t:.he11 a s a catechis~ lo'Ould only prevent 



tbe students from a proper at.udy of Torah. Like Landau• s opposition, 

Tevele's was based on the asa11111ltion that Wessely placed Jewish studies 

below secular subjects. Lastly, Tevele was very offended by Wessely's 

intei;>retation of the 111idrashic verse from Leviticus Rabbah. Tevele1s anger 

and bitterness mi ght well have been precipitated by Wessely 1 s i.l!plication 

that a scholar without secular knolwdge was worthless, but Tevele's actual 

opposit-ion to Vessely 1 s proposals was substantive in only a narrow sense. 

He argued that the study of secular subjects should not be primary, which 

in fact Wessely never suggested in his philosophy. The controversy spurred 

by Tevele must be Viewed as a reaction to tbe general philosoph)r refiected 

by Wessely rather than the specific proposals he eJq>licated in Divre Shalom 

Ve- emet . 

Because of their opposition to the first letter, Landau and Tevele 

gave Wessely the opportunity and motive to write three more letters. The 

three letters that follow Divre Shalom Ve-esiet must be understood as Wessely1 s 

refutation of the rabbinic opposition. In April, 1762 , just a few months 

after bis first letter, Wessel.y published a letter addressed to the Jews of 

Trieste, Rav Tov L1Vet Israel. In accordance with the edicts of Joseph II, 

the Jewish community of Trieste had opened schools. These Jews were referred 

to Mendelssohn for some suitable texts. He sent them a list of appropriate 

titles and a copy of Wessely' s Divre Shalom Ve-emet. The cotllllunity relished 

Wessely's proposals and requested a procedure for establishing such progrus. 

Wessely1s answer to the Trieste Jewish COffllllunity was the second letter, 

Rav Tov L1Vet Israel. Wessely defended bis position on the vernacular and 
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secular subj ects. He stressed that education was tbe 111eans of acquiring 

knowledge lilbich in turn led pri11111rily, Iirat Ha-Shem. He saw no conflict in 

the stud,Y of secular knowledge as an aid to the study of Torah: 

Wessely . . • leaves no doubt that the secular subjects are to 
be ancillary to the Jerlsh subjects. In tact, the.y are 
included for the sole purpose ot acting as aids to the 
better understanding of Jewish subjects.17 

'Mlis position vas siq,ly an elaboration of Wessely 1 s earlier statements . 

In fact, these later letters contained very little new material on bis 

educational philosophy; rather, they generally clarified previous c0111ments. 

The second letter did,however, contain some specifics not discussed 

earlier. These details included suggestions for a curriculum graded by age. 

Wessely wanted stud,Y to begin at age five in.th Mendelssohn's translation of 

the Pentateuch. By age su the student should begin bis stud,y of a pure 

Hebrew with its grammar. Wessely emphasi zed, as he bad in the f irst letter, 

the illq>ortance of graaaar and word 11eaning . By age seven Wessel,y hoped that 

the student would be able to deal with the entire Pentateuch and parts of the 

Prophets. When tbe student reached age eight, there began a slow and careful 

e~osure to Misbnah and Talir,ud, He was opposed to Tal111ud it.self being taught 

before the age of thirteen; he urged that the fundamentals of Bible and language 

be acquired in the early years. Wessely thought that teaching in these areas 

should be gradual and deliberate so that the child would not become over­

burdened. This step- by-step approach toward Talmud was continued as the 

student progressed . Wessel,y noted that after each mishnab was understood, 

the ge111ara and its couientaries should be studied. This process should con­

tinue through the age of fifteen when the student 11ould be prepared to study 

on his o~-n the world of rabbinic wisdom. 
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1n addition to the detailed grading by ages, Wessely suggested that 

the school ~ be limited in hours and divided into til,e periods: 

Four to five hours daily are all otted for the study of 
the Bible, Misbnab, and Talmud, while daily half-hour 
periods are reserved for (1) reading and writing the 
vernacular, (2) geography, and (3) reading travel books •.• 
MathEl'll&tical and natural sciences are reserved specifically 
tor bright pupils. Thg>' are to be studied only during 
their spare boura • .• • l 

In this SUie discussion, Wessely related his concern for the child's capacity 

to study and learn within a regulated, systematic pedagogy. Wessely urged 

that the students be given ti111e to play so that they would enjoy their 

studies more fully. 

To support his contention that these proposals were not in confiict 

Iii th the tradition or hanu'ul to Judais111, Wessely repeated his argumentation 

on the vernacular and on secular knowledge. The purpose of acquiring any 

knowledge, religious or secular, was to create the proper attitude toward 

man and G-d, Yirat Ha-Shea, thereby fulf~lling the true intent of the Torah . 

Wessel.y added to his previous stateaents his praise of earlier successful 

educational reform: 

There is David Friedl&ender, for inst.a.nee who labored for 
five years to establish tbe institute called Hinukb Ne 1 ariln. 
There they study Hebrew, the Tarqum, Oennan, and Hebrew 
gra11111ar. They learn to r ead and write in German and French. 
They also study ma thematics and geography. Tuition is free 
for the poor; but the wealthy pay . lY 

Wessely went on to note that the graduates had been successful. Some bad 

been successful in the business 1«>rld, while others bad become teachers and 

some even scholars of Talmud . His point was very clear : educational refonn 

such as he espoused was viable and needed. His proof extended beyood 
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Friedlaender1s Freischule in Berlin; in the last part of the letter Wessely 

su11111111rized the various political persons advocating tolerance, refol"ll, and 

enligbter1111ent . This led up to his glorification of Joseph as the ■ost 

benevolent of all the rulers because of his »:licts of Toleration. In pas­

sing, he praised Frederick II of Prussia as the first example of a benevo­

lent ruler and pointed to Dohlll, by naine> as the leading e,cponent of tolerance 
20 

under Frederick. 

rn closing the letter, Wessel7 attempted to apologize tor his offensive 

re111ark &bout scholars who lacked secular knowledge. He defended hillself by 

saying that he did not co.pose the midrashic statement and further, that he 

vould have gladly vithdrawn the statement to avoid the displeasure of the 

offended rabbis, Wessel7 did not try to evade the opposition to bis first 

letter and offered bis opponents an opportunity t o cite publicly their 

grievances against him. He gave them three months after which he vould 

assume tbat there vas nothi ng wrong with either of the letters. 

The second letter was a vehicle of clarification. Except for the 

specifications of age and ti~e to the graded curriculum, the letter added 

little to what Wessely had already expounded in Divre Shalom Ve-emet. I n 

contrast, the thil"d letter was solely a means to present public support for 

his position in the controversy. Unlike Rav Tov L1Vet Israel, Ayn Mishpat, 

the tb.ird letter, offered oo further explication of Wessely ' s philosopey. 

It was merely a collection of letters and poems in honor of Wessely. He 

cited the comments of rabbis from Italy wbo agreed with his educational 

philosophy. Such agreement 1o-as in line With the Sephardi tradition of 

Italian Jewry. Wessely's proposals for secular subjects and the vernacular 

did not pose the threat to the Sephardi co111111unity that they did to the 
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Ashkenazi.Jl. Realizing this, Wessel,y asked that those who appreciated his 

work for Trieste submit recomendations on his behalf. Seven rabbis wrote 

letters of support for Wessely's position: 

Rabbi Bassan; Rabbi Isaac Formigini of Trieste; 
Rabbi Samuel Yediclyah of Ferrara; Rabbi Simha Kalimarui; 
Rabbi Abrabaa Hayyim Karkuvia; Rabbi Abrahain PeciticQ 
of Venice; and Rabbi Hayyi.111 Abrahain Israel of Ancona. 21 

'Mlis letter, publ-ished tw-o years later than Divre Shalom Ve-e111et, cont.a.ined 

these letters of endorsement and some personal footnotes by Wessel.y. 

A year after Ayn Hishpat, Wessely w-rote a collll)lete sunnary of his 

philosophy and an open refutation of Tevele 1 s ser111on ·or 1782. Wessely 

wrote the fourth letter, Rehovot, in 1785 in order to elaborate more fully 

his views and to justify them, especially in light of Tevele1 s specific 

charges . He basically presented the sa111e areas of concern: a systematic 

approach to education, division of knowledge into the religious and secular 

subjects, grading, and selection in the classroom. He re- emphasized the 

importance of the child's individuality. In t he fourth letter he tended to 

group subjects 11ore than in earlier letters, for instance: there were three 

ar eas of Jewish study--Mikra, Hishnah, and Talmud. He went on to explicate 

four specific reasons f or studying secular subjects. The primary reason 

was that such knowledge aided the students in appreciating G-d and His 

wonders. Further, he argued th.at the secular subjects elucidated the Torah 

and its Laws, Another reason was tbe value of secular knowledge in and of 

itself. A man learned in worldly t opics would be honored by others . Lastl.J', 

Wessel.y contended that the pressure of modernity demanded that Jews learn 

things outside the religious sphere. As in the second and third letters, 
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Wessely offered nothing his reader had not been exposed to previously. 

Two of the three letters written subsequent to Divre Shalom Ve- emet, 

(the second and fourth ) explicated the details of Wessely 1 s proposals; they 

did not differ in any way regarding his philosophy of education . Wessely 

maintained that there was a duality of knowledge a.nd that man' s "fear of 

the Lord" could only be fulfilled vith both aspects of knowledge. Wessely 

consistently argued for the vernacular and a systematic pedagogy which was 

111indful of the student•' capabilities. 

These later letters can only be under stood in the context of the 

controversy over Divre Shalo• Ve-eeet. Their illportance vis-~-vis Wessely 1s 

overall educational philosophy was minimal, "historicall,y, it is his first 

letter, and not his later pronouncements, for which he vill be rerne11ber ed 
22 

and with which his name wil.l be associated," 

Having co111Pleted the task of analyzing Wessel.y I s philosophy, it is 

necessar,y to consider once again, now more specifically, the factors that 

influenced Wessel,y in formulating that philosophy. The next area of dis­

cussion vill consider these elements i n order to understand the origin of 

Wessel.y's educational philosophy in Oivre Shalo~ Ve- emet. 



Chapter VII 

Tbe Innuences Which Affected Wessel.y 

Having considered specii'ic elesients in 'Wessely' s educational phi­

losophy, there remains a need to evaluate the factors that influenced hi■. 

These elements were discussed in broader terms in the first four chapters of 

this thesis. The stimuli were: the state of Jewish education; the atmosphere 

of enlightenment and develop~ents in Gert11ao educati on; the beginnings of 

einancipation and Joseph II' s edicts; Wessely' s own biography. The following 

discussion will consider the specific role of these influences in Wessely's 

educational philosophy. 

The sute of Jewish education which faced Wessely was critical. The 

~ system had been under attack since the late sixteenth century; yet few 

it any retonns were actually accomplished. As noted earlier, the lack of 

grading, the non-unifoniii ty of curricula, tbe poor teaching, and the rigid 

structure of the~ required inlediate attention, 

It i s obvious that the educational system had m.any glaring 
shortcolllings and was in need of improvement. Wessely was 
not tbe first to point this out. Fro111 tiffle to time, long 
before his day, certain criticisms recurred. As early as 
the sixteenth century a number of rabbis and scholars bad 
expressed dissatisfaction with Jewish education. But the 
reco11a1endations of Wessely's predecessors had been ignored. 
Even bis own proposals or educational refol"III would pemaps 
have met with the same fate, had not the receptivity of 
bis age aided his task ..•• they lthose who preceded Wesseq7 
must have had their influence upon Wessely. l 

The point i s very clear: Wessely1s proposals for retoni and his philosophy 

must be placed within a hi storical continuu~. Tbe impetus to critici ze the 

~ system was p resent previous to Wessely 1 s ti111e, and there bad been no 

lack of soluti ons to meet that need. The rabbi s who preceded Wessel.y, 

like Rabbis Judah Loew, ~hrai~ Lenchit~, and Isaiah Horowi tz, had wanted 

a more systea'latic approach Within Jerlsb educati on, teachers better prepared, 
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2 
and an avareness of the students' abilities. Some rabbis even stressed 

the iq>ortance of Bible, as would Wessely; a few saw fit to introduce so■e 

basic secular subjects outside the regular~ curriculuffl. 

Weasely I s innovation was neither in his perception of the need for 

retora in Jevisb education, nor in bis specific proposals for those refoI'IDS. 

Further, it was not in tbe philosophy which stressed the duality of know­

ledge and logically concluded that religious and secular subjects were 

co11ple■entary. Wessely' s philosophy was distinctively Sephardi in its 

demand that Torat El.obi• and Torat Ha-Adu be taught equally. Within the 

Sephardi educational tradition secular subjects renected the cosmopolitan 

nature of Sephardi Jewry . Although the concept of the duality of knowledge 

;,as foreign to the Ashlcenazi■, especially to the Poli sh, in essence it was 

not original to Wessely. Wessely1 s innovation stems frotr, his synthesis of 

the Enlighten111ent which was so dot1inant at this time with the traditional 

elements of Jewish education. The apparent failure of earlier criticism 

coupled with the tenor of the ti■es offe~ed Wessel.ya unique opportunity . 

It the condition of the~ provoked Wessely to desire changes, then 

the atllosphere of the Enlightenment with its philosophy of reason gave 

direction to that desire: 

It was an era when new and tumultuous forces were at 
work not only in Jewish life, but in the general scene 
as well: it wa.s the age of the rnli ghtenment . The 
philosophy of Voltaire, Rousseau, Diderot, and John 
Locke meant rationalism, individualism, humanitarianism, 
cosmopolitanis11.J 

'Mlese forces swept througb Europe and left men aspiring to new goals. 

Tolerance and equality becue causes while economic and social forces 
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produced democracy and benevolent despotism. Like his friend Mendelssohn, 

Wesael.y tried to capture the spirit or the age. Both nen were keenly 

aware or tbe val.ue of personal virtue e.llPressed in the literature and 

philosophies of the time. For 111&ey it was virtue, not sophistication of 

scholarship, wbicb vu to be honored in a 111&n; Mendelssohn was such an 

exaaple: 

Those who knew Mendelssohn personally were even more 
ilipressed by bis ~~. bis peraona.l rlrtue, than b7 
bis philosophy or""'Irteracy criticisa. The ideal or 
rlrtue, so proainent a value of the Enligbteruaent, 
beeuie the nub or Mendelssohn's religious philosophy .••• 
He conside~ the ■oral life--not dopa--the essence 
of religion. 

Wes sely shared this conviction with Mendelssohn as can be not~ b7 his 

eq:,has1s on niausiut and Derech Eretz. Both or these concepts renected 

the culture and huunity or Mn, and Wessely tried to persuade the Jews 

that fine etiquette, proper behavior, and worldly sophistication were 

essential aspects of knowledge. Wessely regarded Derech Eretz as the 

bridge between Torat Elohim and Torat Ha-A.dam. For him, virtue &r¥:! the 

knowledge that produced virtue, ni■usiut, allowed a unto be approved or 

by both Man and G-d . Derech Eretz was as necessary for Yirat Ha-Shem aa 

i t was for preparation in dealing with high ranking Gentile officials. 

Hence, Wessely translated the influence of the D,lightenment' s idea of virtue 

into his insistence upon Derech Eretz. 

Wessely's world, the worl d of Reason and Enligbt erment, requi red a 

new approach to education , Naturalism and secularism were ideas that 

influenced the specifics of Ger111an pedagogy. Such devel op11ents in educati onal 

philosophy di.rec tly affected Wessely. Many specific elements which are later 
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renected in DiVTe Shalom Ve-e11et are found in the pedagogies o! Basedow 

and Pestaloui. Basedow and his pbilanthropinistic 11ovement infiuenced 

the !oraulation o! Wessely' s philosophy. Baaedow was known to both Wesae]Jr 

and Mendelssohn, and Jews were asked to participate in the Oessau Philan­

tbropinum when it opened in 1774. "Wessely worked to gain supporters for 

it uong the well-to-do Jewish fU1ilies of Berlin. ln !act, he st11t one of 
s 

hi! sons to the Dessau Phiyntbropinp, " Dh're Sb.aloe Ve-eaet gins 

evidence of several siau.lari ti es between the pedagogies of Based ow and Wessely, 

Both ■en conceived of educati on as a utilitarian force in society and included 

vocational training with other subjects. Weasely s1.1ggested in the latter 

part of his first letter that those students wbo were not able to succeed 
7 

in Tal.■ud, should have vocational trai.ning, •a handicraft of bis choice." 

Another direct si■ilari cy between Basedow and Wessely was their con­

cern tor the child's well-being. Basedow wanted the process of education to 

be less restrictive; hence, the methodologies of his school reflected this 

concern; 

Per haps the most outstanding feature of the Philanthropinu11 
were the utbods. It was a basic principle that il.1 education 
should be by ■eans of pleasant and entertaining play. No 
cbild was to be forced in ~ . way . Because play was the 
child 's natural behavior .. . . 

Basedow used this 11ethodology in his instruction of language, arithmetic, 

moral values, and eve.a social science . Such a pedagogy allowed the school 

to offer an array of classes so that students were involved in tbe natural 

process of 11aturati on and aiental devel0p11ent. Wessely wanted t o vary the 

subjects in Je~i sb schools and al.so schedule the11 so that the studeotzs would 

enjoy their learning: 

6 



Three to five hours of daily lea.ming of Bible and 
Talllud are enough for a boy, and will not make his 
lessons a burdensome taek to bi111. The child •ust 
be treated gently, he 111ust learn gladly and hear 
words of love and joy fro111 hie teacher, The boys 
111ust also have a few hours or recreation and pl.a:,, 
and the enlightened teacher should super-vise th is 
recreation period and take part in the boys' aause­
ments, for they can learn •oral values from their 
teachers even in ordinary conversation.9 

Wessely s tressed the iq>ortance of this open natural ataosphere in the 

school . This showed the direct infiuence of Baaedow' s practical applicatian 

of Rousseau ' s naturalis111; Wessely's adaptation of this infiuence reduced the 

universaliS11 of the pedagogy without destroying the practical benefits. 

Another i11Portant factor which both educators shared was the process 

of selection and "grading of pupils according to their standard of lcnov-
10 

ledge . " Wessely urged that grading and selection be an i11111ediate refont 

in the Jevish school system. He argued that the child's ability was the 

primary factor and only after proper examination should a student be pro­

moted. In tents or specific subjects in the curricula, it is clear that the 

Philantbrop inu111 was a model for Wessely's suggestions to Trieste. Basedow's 

schedule and curricula for the third and fourth year included French, Gennan, 

history, astrono~, handwriting, conversational French, 111&thematics, and 

111orals. These subj ects were arranged by the hour and there was time given 

for walks and play . Similarly, Wessely suggested that Gennao, arithmetic, 

reading, geography, and history as well as Je1t'ish subjects be included in 

the Trieste curriculum. Both Basedov and Wessely believed in the iq>ortance 

of languages as fundamentals in education . The similarities in the curricula 

and pbilosoph.ies were further extended by the reality of Friedlaender1 s 

Freischule of 1781 and the later establishment of the Jewish Philanthropin1111 
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of Frankfurt of 180,3. Thus "Wessely1 s educational philosophy owed a great 

deal to Basedow and bis philanthropinistic movetnent. 

Another iaiportant educator who affected Wessely was Pest&l.ozzi. His 

inl'luence was not as direct as Basedow' s, since there vas no actual relation­

ship bet11een Pestalozzi and Wessely . As Simon noted, "The first letter of 

Divre Shalom Ve- emet appeared a year after 'Lenhart and Gertrude' by 

Pestalozzi (1781), but there 11as oot any mention in it of the inrluence from 
12 

that classic text." Wessely vas not involved With Pestalozzi as he was 

With Basedow, yet be shared some basic concepts with him. Both •en conceived 

of education as a politi cal or eaancipatory tool. For Pestalozzi social 

refol"II and education were a single integrated process. "It bas been said 

that his {Jestalozzi'!7 statement, 'Al.l rq politics is education,' would be 
1.3 

equally true if reversed and made to read, 'All 11\Y education is politics.'" 

Wessely, like many Masld.lim, believed that education vas the most i11portant 

means of equalizing Jews a.rxi Gentiles. He was conv"irlced that J oseph 1 !I edicts 

were emancipatory, and was motivated to address himself to the role of edu­

cation in Divre Shalom Ve-emet. "He /Jesseq7 viewed education ma.inly as 

an instru■ent for carrying out a revolution in tbe s ocial life or the Jews 
l4 

of bis time .••• 11 Hence, Wessely like Pestalozzi depended upon education 

to provide the knowledge necessary for ci titens of an enlightened society. 

Because both men agreed that the purpose of education was the better­

ment of mankind, each educator worked for the democratization of schools. 

Pest&lozzi vas one of the first to argue for the education of the poor and 

for the obligati on of state education. Wessely in his second letter noted 

that Friedlaender•s Freischule was free to poor st~dents, even though it was 
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a private school. Wessely saw the potential benefits from the somewhat 

public nature of the Roalscbulen. Like Pestalozzi, Wessely was very concemed 

with the order of learning. Tb.is meant that both 11en considered as essential 

the need for a develop11ental psychology in teachb1g. Wessely eaphasized that 

the funduent.&ls be acquired before advanced subjects be approached. '!be 

similarities between these educators underscore the contention that Wessely's 

pbilosopby was a synthesis of bis contemporary world . The det&ils Which are 

co-oo in Wessely, Basedow I and Pestalozzi suggest that the educational 

refona presented in Divre Sbal0111 Ve-emet was not unique but a respoose to 

the educational developments of the Enligbten11ent . 

A further influential ele11ent was the political situation of this 

period. Most specifically, the trendstoward tolerance and religious equality 

were very effective forces. Wessely approached Joseph II 1s edicts With 

neither suspicion nor fear. "He considered the new laws concerning the Jews 
15 

the first step in their cOllplete emancipation ..• ·" As lf&s noted above in 

the COCIIParison to Pestalozzi, WesselJ, believed that education had a very 

i 11porw.nt role to play politically. Because he so f 'i X'lllly believed in tbe 

efficacy of education to equalize people, his philosophy lias intended to 

provide Jews with the knowledge necessary to be accepted by the Gentiles. 

'l'be edicts not only 1110tivated Wessely t o write, but the intent of the edicts 

1nnuenced Wessely to urge for the study of secular subjects. The universal 

applicability of that knowledge would help Jews be acceptable. The eq:>hasis 

on Derech Eretz, the aspects of virtue, reflected Wessely's concern that 

Jews be educated so they would be acceptable to the Oentile community. The 

Enligntetllllent did not mel'tlly legislate or decree tolerance, it. believed in 

it. Wessely wanted tolerance toward Jevs to become a rtl&lity, so he stressed 
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the need tor an education in Torat Ba-Adaa, wrldly knowledge. Yet, as 

i 11portant as this political sphere was, Wessely never abandoned bis contention 

that acceptance was not worth forsaking Torah. If education was the vehicle 

of e11&ncipation, then Dine Shaloa Ve-Net presented the specifications of 

that vehicle, allowing a Jew to be enlightened while remaining Je11isb . 

The last factor which influenced Wessely was his own life. The element 

i.bich was most apparent in his philosophy was his attachaent to the Sephardi 

custo11. When Wessely lived in Aasterdam he was very impressed llitb tbe 

Sepbardi educational aystem: 

He admired the order and gradation of work in the Talmud 
Torah in Allsterdui. He particularly approved of their 
curriculu• because they taught Bible and gave prominence 
to the study of the Hebrew language and graaaar. Further­
more, they ..aintained order and cleanliness, and bad good 
buildings, tbe value of llhicb illpressed Wessely very auch. 
His admiration of the Sephardi schools was based on one other 
ractor. Tbey combined secular instrugtion and the study or 
the vernacular with Jerlsh l eaming.l 

The influence or bis years in Holland vas very clear in Divre Shalom Ve- eaet.. 

He contended that the duality of Torat Elohi11 and Torat Ha-Adaa was the basis 

of education. He was in fact trying to place a Sephardi custoai within an 

Ashkenazi life-style. This point cannot be stressed enough, because Wesse],y' s 

philosophy which emphasized secular learning with the vernacu1&r was not 

foreign to all of Jewish tradition . Only within the Ashkenazi perspective 

was bis philosophy either original or radical. Hence, Wessely's own 

life influenced his belief that a total education had to include Jellish and 

secular subjects. 

At thi s j uncture it is appropriate to draw so~e conclusions about 

Wessely's educational philosophy, its origin, and in.nuence. The educational 
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philosopcy of Wessely in Divre Shalom Ve-e111et and in the three later letters was 

a synthesis or the influences discussed above. Wessely1 s overall philosophy 

and proposals for re.fol"lll were not original. He presented a philosophica.l 

basis tor a Jewish educational. system lo'i.th the duality of knowledge: ~ 

~ and Torat Ha- Adu. His pedagogy reflected the philosophy or naturaliP 

and shared a great deal with Basedow and Pestalozzi, Therefore, Divre Shal.OIII 

Ve- e111et must be understood within the context or Weesely' s world. It was 

t his world, llith its forces of tbe Enligbtensient, political tolerance, 

emancipation, and Geman educational retonns that Wessely absorbed into nie 

philosopcy. In conclusion Wessely translated these factors into a Jewish 

perspective. He was not tbe cause or these changes. Jewish education needed 

refol"llls, and such refonas were being tonnulated in the general society. 

Naphtali Herz Wessely was able to perceive those needs, seize upon the solutions 

of the EnlightellJllent, and articulate them in a fashion that stimulated forces 

--both favorable and unfavorable- •within the Jewish community. 

Although Wessely I s work is more eclectic than a radical original 

declaration, there is a very important innovation to be considered. Divre 

Shalom Ve-emet presented an educati onal systee in which the Jew as a Man was 

created . Wessely saw Derech Eretz, worldly virtue, as the bridge between 

the two types or knowledge . A Jew had the unique opportunity to be both Jew 

and Man, but this required an education that included religious and secular 

subjects. Wessely added a dimension by noting that Derech Eretz was the 

necessary element to be botb Jew and Man, One could be a learned scholar 

and have no Derech Eret~ and thus isola te himself within a closed Jewish 
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world. On the other hand, one might have secular knowledge and no Derecb 

~ and be unable to acquire lirat Ha--She111. The man wbo had Derecb Eretz 

could cull knowledge fro11 both spheres and be the virtuous J ev of the 

enlightened society. The dimension of virtue--the prerequisite for accept­

ability--is tbe basis for any infl.uence Wessely's Divre Sbalo11 Ve-eaet had. 

In the next chapter the i•ediate effect of Wessely's educational philosophy 

will be considered. 
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Chapter VIII 

The Influence of Wessely I s Philosophy 

The 1-ediate effect of Wessely 1 s educational philosophy was less 

than st.artling. ~ his own ad111ission in the fourth letter, Rehowt, his 

plans were not being fulfilled. He recognized that the integration of 

secular and religious subjects had failed: 

But I deeply regret to say that the command of bis 
Majesty the ~eror, bas been fulfilled, but the 
Torah of G-d is f orsalcen. I sincerely intended that 
they should teach tbe beauties of the Gennan l&nsuage 
through study of the Torah •••. But look what they are 
doing! They spend u.n,y bours in teaching the boys 
reading and writing of German, and arithllletic; but 
the Torah of G-d thq study as heretofore, in confused 
and corrupt language •.•. instead of wheat, thistles 
grow; and noisOllle weeds instead of barley.l 

Wessely's statement provides an int roduction to the discussion of bis 

i nfluence on J ewish education. Although this admiss ion of partial failure 

or disappointaient must be taken into account, Wessely did effect certain 

illllllediate changes. These alterations, i n light of Wessely's s tatetnent, 

were not always the desi red refonns, but once the process of change began 

there was nothing to s top it. 

As Wessely noted, he had wanted the vernacular studied Iii th the 

t ranslation of the Pentat euch . Wessely argued that Ger11at1 could be mast ered 

through Mendelssohn I s translation of the Torah. His proposal tbat a clear 

distinction be made between Hebre11 and Ger111an resulted in a limitation of 

Hebre11 as a language: 

Here i s the disaster wtich happened to our people and to 
our literature during a hundred zears or more: the 
separation of holy and profane /regarding languages?, 
the leaving of Hebrew and Hebrew l i terature for lWted 
Jewish needs only- -and those broad human needs became 
matters for foreign languages, the "language of the 
state" [,iernaculai!,2 



Wessely1s educational philosophy made the acquisition of the vernacular so 

central that some texts once studied in Hebrew became secondary . Wessely 

did not want to forsake Hebrew; he argued for a pure, grU1111atical "Holy" 

language. The intent or Wessely1 s pedagogy was to refine all language, 

because elegance, diction, and grUIIIIIU' were Utportant aspects or oi.nlusiut. 

One of the effects of the changed status of language in tbe curriculu111 was 

a need for new teachers . Wessely openly criticized the "confused language" 

used by the melamdita from Poland , The Realschulen with their systematic 

instruction requi red teachers to be nuent in Oeraan and Hebrew. Such 

teachers vere rare, but Wessely urged that tbey be sought from Jewish 

co111muni ties far and near. Another effect of Wessely I s pbilosop~ was the 

study of Hebrew as a separate subject. Hebrew as a language also became one 

of the main thrusts of the Raskalah due largely t.o the 1.111portant role it had 

in education and l iterature . 

The systeaiatic approach to Ger11an and Hebrew lfas refiected throughout 

Wessely1 s pedagogy. He a rgued that classrooms should be graded, curricula 

uniform, and texts rationally organized. He specifically urged that Jewis h 

11orals and ethics be systematically arranged in special "religion- texts . " 

This r esulted in the introduction of Jewish catechisms. Wessely did not 

originate the concept of catechisms but was one of the first to publicly 

argue for their use in Jewi sh schools: 

He {!1esseq7 . .. urged that special books be written 
wherein tbe principles of the Jelfish religion, as 
well as a general survey of all the laws and precept s, 
should be given ... ) 

Wessely1 s proposals reflected the desir e of his fellow Ha.slcilicn to fonnulate 

a 51stem of religious fundamental s: 
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The indifference of most of the Haskilim to the study 
of the Talmud, as w-ell as their penchant for clarity 
necessitated • .. the introduction of a ne~ systematic 
!llallual for the instr uction of religion.4 

The subject of "religion" was a totally new concept in Jewish education . 

Prior t o Wessely and the Haskalah the fundamentals of faith and ethics 

were derived directly from the rabbinic or biblical texts studi ed in the 

heder. With the advent of the Realschulen, students studied secular subjects 

and there was less ti■e for the traditional textual study; hence , there was 

a need fo r a text which provided the child w-ith an organized synthesis of 
5 

Judais11: 

Between the years 1782-1684 there appeared in Western 
Jewry some one hundred sixty textbooks which undertook 
to give a systematic presentation of the Jew-ish religion.6 

Wessel.y ' s philosophy of a unifol"'PI systematic education could be clearly seen 

in the publication and use of catechisms. In the respect that his~ 

Shalom Ve- emet was one of the first educational declarations of the Haskalah, 

he was innuential in the area of catechisms. 

Wessely's influence w-as directly felt in speci fic schools and geo­

graphic areas . His second letter manifested his involvement w-ith the schools 

of Trieste. The third letter refiected his broader inf luence among the Jews 

of Italy . Within his oim geographical area of Oennany, Wessely I s influence 

was visible as well. He was very i nvolved in Oenaan- Jewish schools and was 

one of the founders of Friedlaender' s Freischule in Berlin: 

The Berlin Freischule became the laboratory for the 
applicati on of Yessely ' s educational program • .•. The 
German- Jewish schools in the Austrian cro~'J\ lands were 
modeled after the Freischule, and bore the stainp of 
Wessel.y' s educational ideals. On Hay 2, 1782, the 
J!ldisch-deutsche Schule w-as opened in Prague. On 
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Karch 27, 1783, the first public exuiination vas held 
there, and the pupils gave a good account or their 
knowledge. --By 1800, Bohe111ia nuwibered twenty-one 
Qel'll&ll-Jewish schools, and the rucational progra.11 
was considered a success there. 

Wessely1 s program for secular studies and the use of the vernacular was tbe 

priury characteristic of schools cited above. Bis influence through Q!!!:! 

Sbalom Ve-emet was direct inas•uch as bis letters provided a paradip !or 

Jewish educational refor-. Wessely1 s synthesis oC educators contemporary 

with hi~ gave the Jewish co111111unity a rationale for their own educational 

retor• and a solution to the problems of the heder system. 

Wessely was Wluential because the time had come for changes in the 

educational, religious, and political life of the Jew. Within this setting 

of change, Divre Shalom Ve-emet was viewed as one of the original statements 

of the Haskalab. Wessely•~ educational philosopey provided a foundation for 

the historical, theological, philosophical, and eocial concerns to which the 

~ask-ilia1 addressed themselves: 

The entire programme of the Haskalah was contained in this 
manifesto by Wessely. The distinction between the "law of 
G-d" and "the law of Han," followed by Mendelssohn's Jerusalem 
was also an early formulation of J. L, Gordon's aphorism, 
"Be a Jew at hoa1e and a .an abroad." The emphasis on know­
ledge of a "pure language" as the basis for general erudition; 
the complete opposition to Yiddish; the faith that an era was 
beginning when reason and hU11an fraternity would prevail in 
all religious cOlllllunities; the fervent expectations engendered 
by the enlightened "benevolent kings" and the Jewish notables 
who "attend upon 11onarchs"; the appeal for loyalty to the 
ruler and obedience to the laws of the land; the exhortation 
to become productive by learning ~anual trades--these were 
the basic slogans of the Haskalah school of thought for a 
long period.8 

Just as Divre Shal om Ve-emet was a paradigm which influenced curricular 

revision and classroom reform in German-Jewish schools, so it was also a 

composite declaration or the central causes of the Haskalah. 



As noted earlier, the Haskilim believed in the power or education to 

proVide social salvation for both the individual and tbe group. The iq>or­

tance of Derech Eretz in Wessely I E philosopby emphasized the role of Virtue in 

Haakal.ah thought. Wessel.y wanted the Jew t,o bave knowledge based upon a 

.foundation of proper attitudes. He argued that without the proper attitudes 

knowledge wa s worthless. This pos ition gave the Maski lim a starting point 

in their crusade for a new Jewish identity that was acceptable to all men. 

Divre Shalom Ve-emet became a primer for those who wished to see the Jew--

the new secularly educated Jew--emanc ipated. 

The fact that Wessely wrote in pure grammatical Hebrew and proposed 

that Hebrew be taught in such a fashi on also influenced the formation of a 

Hebrew peri odical ---Ha-Measef. I t was founded in 1786 in K6ningsberg by a 

group of Maskilim motivated to publicly defend Wessely against the rabbis . 

Ha-Mease! became the lite.rary forum of the early Haskalah . Written in Hebrew 

and some German, i t provi ded a 111edium for eJq>ressing all of the thougtits, desires, 

and arguments of the Maslcil i11. Wessely helped edit the work and wrote lllll1\Y 

poe111s and articles which were included in the periodical. The Maskili1111 s 

concern for education was apparent by the frequent number of articles or 

letters discussing the subject. Such an article was Gidul Banim by David 

Caro. 

Caro wrote this series on a proper pedagogy between 1810-1811. 

Although this was s0tne thirty years after Divre Shalo111 Ve- emet, it was an 

eJC.UIPle of the k i nd of educational statement found in Ha-Heasef subsequent 

to Wessely. Wessely ' s i nfiuence can be seen in Caro ' s concern for an 

educational system that prepared the student for life. Caro in his opening 
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arti cle wrote, "Tbe inner j oy of the soul is built upon seder bochlla--

systematic pedagogy. It is time we become enlightened on tbe matter and 
9 

kn.ow it is certainly a proper order." Here tbe desire for a systematic 

approach to education transcended educational practicalities and bec&llle a 

philosophical virtue. Caro also elaborated on the importance of the Jew' s 

position in th.e greater society. Like Wessely, he saw education as a means 

of opening the Jew to the greater co111111unity. He wrote in the sue article: 

And further our souls lack everything if thEG' lack but 
one tbing, and it is--the society, because man is 
societal by his nature. And thus , the society has 
precedence over individual man, like the precedence of 
a mother over her son. 10 

Caro wanted education to provide the knowl edge and attitudes that would 

allow the Jew to live in Ha- bevra--society. Like Wessely, he argued that 

the Jew should and could f\inction in the Gentile co1111unicy. 

A further exa111Ple of Wessely's influence on Caro is the subject of 

teachers. Botb 111en recognized that sweeping curricular reforms were vorth­

less unless the teacher was able to translate the theory into actual 

instruction. Wessely urged in 1782 that teachers needed to be genUe, con­

cerned vi th the children, and aware of the children I s abilities so that 

education would be more natural. In 1811 Caro wrote that teachers should be 

concerned wit,b the overall moral education of the cbild: 

/There is a7 need that the teacher be concerned to 
strengthen -u, e •enees and to teach them /tbe chil.d.ren7 
the straight path /virtue? in order tbat the child -
might discover witb tbeir aid /the teachers•? every 
matter as it actually- existatl- -

Tbe iJlportant similari t1 between Caro and Weeeely was not the specific 

requirements of teacher compet.ence, but rather the recognition of the 

teacher's influence on the child ' s development in non-instructional areas. 
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The educational. refonn espoused through Ha-Measef urged that teachers as 

well as curri cula were important. Caro's article was an example of the 

educational philosophy which continued to develop after Wessely 1 s initial 

involvement and influence. 

The last area in ~'hich Wessely had so~e immediate influence was the 

educational phi losophy of Israel Jacobson (1768-1825) . Jacobson was the 

f ounding father of t he Refonn Je1.i.sh movement in Ge:ii:any. It should be 

noted that i.nether or not J acobson knew Wessely personally is uni~portant. 

They were both knoi.-n disciples of Hendelssohn and shared his philosophy that 

education was the most illlportant factor in the emancipation and enlightenment 

of the Jews. Jacob Marcus notes how import.ant Mendelssohn was in Jacobson ' s 

life: 

The decisi ve factor .•• in the career of Jacobson is that 
be was a P.'.endelssohnian. The efforts of Mendelssohn to 
bring enlightenment, his desire to assimilate conterrg:>orary 
secular cul ture, impressed itself only upon a few leaders. 
But these devoted disciples , men like Jacobson , carried 
on his work. The best instru~ent for this pu?1)ose, they 
decided , was the school. Through this institution they 
hoped to influence the younger generation. lt is not 
accidental, therefore, that there arose a series of Je"i.sh 
schools f roffi the latter days of Mendelssohn on into the 
nineteenth century.12 

It i s logical to assume that if Jacobson was so intimately connected ~~th 

Mendelssohn then Jacobson would know of Wessely's 0ivre Shalom Ve-emet which 

Mendelssohn r egarded highl y. There is no evidence available which suggests 

that Jacobson read Wessely ' s work, but it would be unlikely to assume that 

two men so interested in education and both disciples of Y.endelssohn would 

not know of each other's works. 

In addition to the possibility of association with Wessely, Jacobson 

agreed with the ma.far tenets of ·,:essely I s educational philosophy. This 
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included the role of t.he school as ffl!l&ncipatory, the iJllportance or a putt 

Hebrew, and the need for a systematic pedagogy like Basedow•s: 

Jacobson looked to education u the key to all Jewish 
hopes. The school would raise the Jew 11entall7, ■orally, 
socially, reUgiously. Through children, he believed 
he would be able to innuence even the older generation 
•••• He wished to eq>hasiu tbe Hebrew language. F,ducation 
would teach the Jew to be ratianal and thus bring a change 
tor the better in his religious lite. Education woul.d fit 
bi11 into his surro\lndings and prepare hi.Ill for the eaanci­
pation which was sure to co-.ne some day •.•• Secular education 
. . • was for Jacobson a means to effect a coq)lete inner re­
forution of the individual Jew and to lll&ke hi11 acceptable, 
to the world at large, •• Rousseau ' s educatiooal. ideals 

13 influenced bill st.rongl,y ••• through tbe teachings or Basedov. 

Whether Jacobson was directly innuenced by WesselJ' a vie11s or whether he 

dre~ upon several phiiosophies, Wessely's a11ong the11, it is clear that 

Jacobson lf&S in total agr e81'1ent with Wessely on peds_gogy. The essential 

difference between Jacobson and Wessely was the direction in which each saw 

the relicious development of the Jew. Jacobson saw a need for religious 

innovation, while Wessely was content Iii th the traditional religious life. 

While Wessely's innuence, direct or indirect, is apparent in 

Jacobson' s position, it would be dangerously si1111)listic to conclude that 

Refoni educational philosophy is directly t raceable to Wessely. None of the 

men, schools, or pedagogies which Wessely influenced reflect the philosophy 

of maint.aining only supple11ental religious education. Wessely's effect on 

the instruction of language, Hebrew or the vernacular; the need for texts 

of catechisms; the later educational philosophy of tbe Maskilim in Ha-Heasef; 

and the position of Israel Jacobson cannot be translated ioto a conclusion 

that Divre Shal011 Ve-e~et proposed the establishment of "Sunday Schools." 

Kurzweil ' s conclusion that, "The direct descendant or this type or school 

[f,be Realschulen which followed Wessei y's progrSJr17 is the present-day Jewish lu -
Sunday School in tbe United States," is both superficial and in contradiction 
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to both the intent and detail of Wessely1s philosopb,y as discussed in 

previous chapters. However, the rejection of such a conclusion does not 

alter the influence 'Wessely did have on education in the nineteenth centu!")'. 

Wessely's influence, like his Divre Shalom Ve-emet, cannot be viewed 

in an historical vacuU11. The changes in education that took place subsequent 

to Wessely were not produced by a single factor but by a combination of 

elet1ents present at the til,e. Hence, Jews throughout Europe pursued the 

acquisition of the vernacular and secular knowledge, not simply because 

they were urged to do so in DiYre Shalo■ Ve-emet but because the forces 

which represented modernity, Wessely uong the11, persuaded Jewish leaders 

of such a need. Wessely's influence was one of 111.ey factors which affected 

the transition of the Jew fro~ the ghetto into society . Naphtali Her~ 

Wessely' s Divre Shalom Ve-e11et must be understood as one of the first wedges 

haaaaered into the ghetto walls of traditional JudaiSII. 
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Epilogue 

Five generations after Wessely wrote Divre Shalom Ve-emet another 

German Jew confronted the problem of Jewish education. Franz Rosenzweig 

saw in a revitalized progr&111 of education the solution to Geman Jewey's 

dormant Jerlsh consciousness. The center of Jewish llfe bad shif'ted from tbe 

family to the synagogue and Rosenzweig proposed a systein which would bring 

the Jew back to experiencing bis Judaism. Study would begin rl th the ~ 

and ~ since pra,yer was the essential element ot synagogue life. The 

Hebrew language would be taught in a pure graamatical style and the Penta­

teuch would be studied in Hebrew Iii.th the traditional couientaries. 'nle 

values of Judaism lol'Ould be culled from the rabbinic sources, since no 

catechism could present the depth of Jewish law and lore. Talmud and Midrash 

were subjects studied in the seventh through ninth years ot Rosenzweig' s 
l 

curriculum. 

Rosenzweig' s system as outlined in his letter, "The Time Has Come," 

was a twentieth-century for,nulation of Wessely ' s letter Divre Sbalo~ Ve- emet. 

Both men approached Jerlsh education and the needs of their respective co111-

munities with the s&111e intent but from opposite directions : the continued 

development of Jewish identity. Wessely wanted the Jew to acquire the ver­

nacular and secular knowledge in a hope that such education would hasten the 

Jew' s einancipation. Rosenzweig wanted the Jew to acquire Hebrew and know­

ledge of the traditional texts in the hope that such education would deepen 

the experience of being Je."ish. Rosenzweig and Wessely confronted different 

historical settings and the respective forces in those settings precipitated 

different responses. The process that began during Wessely's period produced 

t.he assimilated Jew of Rosenzweig ' s ti11e. Secular education bad led to the 
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abandonment of Jewi.sh tradition; now Jewish education attempted to redirec t 

Jewry back to t he sense of tradition which it. le.ft in the ghetto. 

Just as Rosenzweig's time denand ed a reappraisal or Jewish education, 

so too tbe contemporary A11erican Jewish period requires such an evaluation, 

Today's Jewish educational philosophy is predominantly one or supple111ental 

schooling. Secul ar knowledge i s now the priury goal or Jews, while instruc­

tion in the tradition.al texts and Hebrew language is 1nini11al, Neither 'Wessely's 

balance between Torat Elohui and Torat Ha-Adam nor Rosenzweig's insisteoce 

upon the essential eleme.nts of daily Jewish life are found in tbe Reform 

Jerlsh educational philosopey of today. It would be well to note that both 

Wessely and Rosenzweig began with the assuq>tion of proViding as co11Plete a 

Jewish education as possible. This assumption among many conteviporary 

Jewish educators receives either 1-ediate rejection or hesitant denials. 

Supple~ental, not t otal, J ewish educati on is the accepted nonn in today ' s 

Jewi.sh coauni ties . Curricula which run the gamut from "value oriented" to 

"mini courses" to "conference- pl.ans" provide l i t tl.e of the Jewish content 

that Wessel.y or Rosenzweig would have desi red. Since secular knowledge is 

now accepted, we must reconsider the role assigned to Jewish education. 

A philosophy like Wessely 1 s which proposed a balance between Jewish 

and secular areas is reflected in some modern-day s chool programs, Although 

there is no way to re-establish the Jewish environmen t that supported Wessely' s 

educational phl.losopby, Jerish education must still offer the necessary 

fundatnentals of a Jewi sh identity, Supplement al religious schools Ny well 

provide the knowledge necessary for Jewish identity in a secular society. 

If so, such knowledge is the bare mi.nimu111 requi red. Jewish identity, already 

placed outside a t otal Jewish environment, needs more than supplemental know-
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2 
ledge if it is to continue development. Wessely1 s e111phasis on the com-

ple111entary nature of religious an::I secular knowledge might be the key to 

a new Jewish educational philosophy which will incor?orate the secular and 

religious worlds of today' s Jew. 

Naphtali Herz Wessely ' s Divre Shalom Ve- emet and Franz Rosenzweig ' s 

"The Time Has Come" are examples of educational philosophies which synthesized 

the historical forces of their respective times. If Judaism is to continue 

to survive, then education must r emain one of its primary concerns . There 

is a need for an educational philosophy which confronts the contempor ary 

historical setting and combines the traditional Jewish and relevant secular 

lcnowledge. Jewish education must bec0111e once again the force that determines 

the quality of one ' s Jewish i dentity. 

This thesis began with Kant' 8 state11ent, "Man can onl y beco111e Dian by 
3 

education. He is merely what education 111akes him." This influenced Wessely 

in his belief that refonn in Jewish education would make the Jew a man. 

For t his generation of Jewish educators Kant's statement might be rephrased: 

''A Jew can only remain a Jew thr111&gh education. He is as Jewish as his 

education makes him." 
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