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ABSTRACT
The Dual Role of Rabbi Zvi Hirsch Chajes:
Traditionalist and Maskil

Bruria Hutner David

The name of Rabbi Zvi Hirsch Chajes (1805-1856) is
familiar to those well versed in the history of Jewish
culture, to students of the Talmud as well as to those who
study the origins of the haskalah movement. Yet very few
of these very same.people would be able to offer a compre-
hensive intellcctual or personal portrait of this colorful
figure. This study undertakes a careful investigation of
his writings and activities with the aim of identifying
elements in his habit of mind.

In an era of cultural conflict between the two worlds
of traditional culture and a more secular haskalah approach,
he represente.. a rare oddity: a prominent rabbi in the
Galician community of Zolkiew partaking, socially and intel-
lectually, of the world of haskalah. How successful was he
in syvnthesizing a harmonious blend of both worlds? It is
the central thesis of this dissertation that in both thought
and deed, F..Jbi Chajes showed a tendency to vacillate be-
tween the two worlds. Although he identified with time-
honored evaluations of Jewish culture, his views are often
characterized by a subtle dualism so that he may be classi-

fied as the traditionalist amidst maskilim and at the same

time as the maskil among traditionalists.



As a traditionalist he uﬁequivocally upheld the
Sinaitic origin of both Written Law and Oral Tradition; he
defended the irrevocability of Talmudic legislation against
the inroads of the evolutionary approach which viewed Tal-
mudic law as but one link in a long chain, with no subse-
quent binding force. Yet, his emphasis on historical
perspective--in itself a mark of the modern period--often
caused him to echo an undertone of the very historic evo-
lutionary approach which he condemned. It is not his avid
interest in the subject of history as such which renders
Chajes a "modernist"; it is rather points of his general
perspective, such as his willingness to apply concepts of
"adjustments" to religious laws, which justify the designa-
tion of "modernist."

A similar trend is noted in his discussion of
aggadoth. While he would not go as far as some prominent
Galician maskilim to claim that many aggadoth were "ugly"
or foreign accretions to the Talmud, he did allow himself
to downgrade many aggadic texts., Such critical evaluation
serves as a point of differentiation between Rabbi Chajes
and his East European rabbinical contemporaries.

On contemporary issues, too, he often shared the
views of maskilim on such major matters as the proper eco-
nomic pursuits for ras European Jews, hasidism and secular
education. It may be noted that the one contemporary issue--

Reform Judaism--against which he took a firm and vocal stand,



was also opposed by many prominent contemporary Galician
maskilim,

A parallel to this trend is found in Rabbi Chajes'
personal contacts, It was a rare thing for a rabbi of his
time to be regarded as an esteemed colleague by such ortho-
dox luminaries as Rabbi Moses Schreiber and Solomon Kluger,
as well as by haskalah leaders such as Krochmal. While the
authenticity of Rabbi Schreiber's genuine respect for Chajes
may be questioned, the fact remains that Chajes enjoyed the
benefit of an extensive correspondence with this rabbinical
authority. On the other hand, he communicated with Solomon J.
Rapoport and other Galician maskilim as well as with Marcus
Jost and Abraham Geiger of Germany. Obviously, the scope of
Chajes' scholarship and interests placed him in a central
position on the crossroads of Jewish scholarship in the

nineteenth century.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION: RABBI ZVI HIRSCH CHAJES:

THE MAN AND HIS TIMES

Buropean Jewry at the Turn of the
Eighteenth Century

The end of the eighteenth century marked the beginning
of a new era in European history. In the political realm,
the authority of absolute monarchs, hallowed by the tradition
of centuries, was crushed; governmental control was to be
transferred to the people. Socially, too, privileged classes
and "estates" were abolished; the new ideals of equality and
fraternity were to predominate. The very fabric of society
was ripped apart, to be rewoven _in more democratic forms.

The proclamaticn of such radically new principles did
not remain unchallenged. The ensuing period was marked by a
bitter struggle between revolutionary and reactionary forces,
between liberals and conservatives., Outside of France, Euro-
pean rulers were determined to bolster the political theories
of the eighteenth century, while the populace often advocated
popular sovereignty and individual rights.

The new era also wrought fundamental changes in the
framework of Jewish political, social and cultural life. The
Jewish world, too, was swept by the revolutionary.quake which

shook western Europe. The new motto of "liberty, equality



and fraternity" spelled the downfall of economic and social
barriers between Jew and non-Jew. In the wake of the revolu-
tion, ghetto walls came tumbling down. Ultimately, professions
would open their hitherto locked doors to Jews, Citizenship
rights would be granted to them, A Jew could now become a
legitimate ané recognized member of society. Accordingly, it
became the life ambition of many Jews to be accepted by the
"outside" world.

It was into this framework that the haskalah movement
was born and nurtured. While the social and political aims
of liberty and equality were yet to be realized, the cultural
aspects of Jewish life were already undergoing change. The
"outside" world was impinging with ever greater force on
internal Jewish life. The literature of the period, though
not always outrightly militant, echoed the need for change
and enlightenment in Jewish life,

Haskala aimed primarily at a studied adjustment of

Jewish life to the modern world as a prelude to the

social and political emancipation of the Ghetto Jew.

Hence it called for a drastic change in the curriculum

of the Jewish school in Germany and Eastern Europe,

where secular studies were completely disregarded. . . .

It strove to normalize Jewish life. It proclaimed the

ideal of . . . agricultural pursuit . . . as . . . cure

for the sorely tired Ghetto Jewry.
At times it even "sought . . . to shatter ancient forms and
patterns of thought and behavior. In short, Haskala aspired to

reform Jewish life socially, religiously and aesthetically.“l

1Hillel Bavli, "The Modern Renaissance of Hebrew
Literature" in The Jews, ed. by Louis Finkelstein, II (3xd ed.;
New York, 1960), 894, -



Baron defines haskalah as a pre-emancipation rapprochement
with the environment.2 It is this rapprochement, this union
with the outside world which constitutes the core of the
movement. |

The tendency to turn towards the outside world and the
resultant attempt to reform Jewish life led the orthodox camp

to a bitter battle against haskalah. Hasidim and mitnaggdim,

élthough opposed to each other, joined hands and closed ranks
against their common maskilim enemies. The essence of the
Jewish spirit would be jeopardized by the assimilatory tenden-
cies of haskalah. The inner urge to be accepted by the non-
J- +ish world would wreak havoc in Jewish life, The unique
nature of Judaism as a religious entity of its own and its
structure of communal life would be challenged. Thus the
translaiion of the Pentateuch into German by Moses Mendelssohn
(1729-1786) , the first fruit of haskalah in Germany, was
banned by the leading rabbinic figures of the age. The

battle extended from Germany and Austria, where it was headed
by Rabbis Pinhas Horowitz and Ezekiel Landau, to Hungary,

under the leadership of Rabbi Moses Schreiker, and eastwards

2Salo W. Baron, A Social and Religious History of the
Jews, II (New York, 1937), 164, 212, On this basis Baron
debates the fact that "it has become customary to date the
Jewish 'Aufkldrung’ from Mendelssohn. But all the fundamental
tendencies of the Haskalah such as secular learning . . .
historicism and the revolt of the individual against communal
power, had become more and more marked in Italy and Holland
long before Mendelssohn." Ibid., III, 139.




to Russia. It was indeed an age of storm and strife with
far-reaching effects on the course of Jewish history.

Although the haskalah campaign ranged over the entire
European front throughout the nineteenth century, the form it
assumed varied from country to country. In this respect, too,
Jewish development echoed and followed the pattexrn of the
general enlightenment. It has been stated, as a general rule,
that "the further west one went . . . the larger proportion of
liberals one found, and conversely, the further east one went
. . . the larger proportion of conservatives one encountered.”
The same holds true for the haskalah movement, except that
Germany should be substituted for France.

I+ was in Germany that the greatest number of Jews were
swayed by the forceful trends of haskalah--only to be followed
by the greatest number of conversions, Gradually, the
haskalah ideology moved across Europe, first to the Austro-
Huﬁgarian Empire, than to Lithuania, and finally to Russia.
However, when it did penetrate the more eastern sections, it
did not receive as hearty a welcome as in western Europe. It
encountered strong resistance of the traditional orthodox
masses of Jewry. An example may illustrate the point. In
1782, Emperor Joseph II issued his Patent of Tolerance,
whereby--emongst other clauses—-he ordered the abolition of

the offensive body tax, granted permission to Jews to engage

e 1
“Carlton J.H., Hayes, A Political and Social History of
Modern Euvrcpe, II (New York, 1S29), 2.




in commerce, and to send their children to public schools.
The Jews of Trieste, then ﬁnder Austrian rule, responded with
joy to the revolution in education ji-.troduced by the law. In
Galicia, on the 6ther hand; there was anger and consternation,
This section was geographically part of Poland, a center of
pulsating orthodox life. While the Partitions of Poland
brought the greater part of that country under Russian rule,
Galicia was annexed by Austria. These Polish Jews reacted
with fury at the mere thought of abandoning the traditional
setup of ?adarim. The abolition of this system was the dream
of the mggkilim, but was viewed as a great catastrophe by the
masses of Galician Jews, |
Because of the traditional leanings of Polish Jewry,
the haskalah of Galicia was often not as radical as that of

Germany. While the Hebrew journal of German haskalah, ha-

Mehssef, expired before the lapse of one gemeration due to the
quick acceptance of German as the language of communication,
and while Leopold Zunz (1794-1886), the father of the

Wissenschaft des Judentums movement in Germany, wrote his

monumental works in German, the accepted literary language
in Eastern Europe remained Hebrew. The Galician Jewish

leaders of the Wissenschaft des Judentums movement, Solomon

Rapoport (1790-1867) and Nahman Krochmal (1785-1840),
furthered the develcpment bf Hebrew literature by their
scholarly publications. Moreover, while most early German
maskilim, imitating their non-Jewish compatriots, often

emphasized Biblical studies and evidenced a disregard £or the



Talmud, Galician maskilim based a great deal of their histori-
cal research on Talmudic sources. Even a cursory comparison

of the contents of ha-Me'assef with Bikkurei ha-Ittim, the

Hebrew journal of Austrian-Galician haskalah will reveal this
difference, 8Still, these Galician scholars did espouse the
cause of introducing changes in the Jewish educational system
and fought for the "modernization" of the Jew.

As in the case of the enlightened maskilim, who in-
cluded both moderate and radical members, the orthodox camp,
too, was not entirely homogenous. While Rabbis Jacob
Orenstein (1775-1839), Landad; and Schreiber were unequivo-
cally opéosed to the orientations of the new age, several
rabbinical figures were willing to come to terms with it.
Modern methods of scientific research were employed by these
more temperate leaders to further the cause of traditional
Judaism. - The names of Rabbis David Hoffmann (1843-1921),
Samson Hirsch (1808-1888) and Esriel Hildesheimer (1820-1899)
in Germany were identified with this trend. There were, how-
ever, other prominent persons who also wished to reconcile
the age-old values of traditional Judaismlwith the new spirit
of individualism and critical research, but could not bridge
the gap. Such figures often mingled with maskilim as well as
with traditional Jews, keeping abreast of haskalah publica-
tions while still intensively pursuing Talmudic studies, and
offering their own scholarly contributions in both areas. 1In
the final analysis, however, their inner identification

lacked stability. The result of such inner disharmony was a



pattern of inconsistency in their deeds arnd their writings
and a frequent estrangement from social., a..opted groups.
They hovered beitween two worlds without being able to land,
safel; and securely, in either, To this homeless group within

the traditional camp belonged Zvi Hirsch Chajes,

Rabhi Zvi Hirsch Chajes: A Biographical Sketch

Rabbi Zvi Hirsch Chajes was born 28 Heshvan, 1805, at
Brody, Galicia, as the bnly son of Meier Chajes, a wealthy
Florentine banker, The Chajes family traced its lineage to
fifteenth century Jewish exiles from Portugal, who settled in
Poland,4 Italy and Provence. Meier belonged to the Polish
branch of the family, and had scjourned for fifteen years in
Italy for purposes of business. The flourishing economic po-
sition of the father enabled him to cffer an elaborate educa-
tion to his son. 2vi Hirsch received tutorial lessons in
traditional JTewish subjects which ultimately made it possible
for him to become a disciple of the renowned Talmudist in
Brody--Ephraim Zalman Margulies.5 More unusual for a
Galician of that time and age, however, was the father's keen
desire tc advance the secular education of his .son, including
such subjects as languages, literature, world geography and

history. Whereas Zvi Chajes barely knew Polish--a fzct to

4For more data on this matter see Moshe Leiter,
"Teshuvath Rabbah ha-Aharon shel Lvov," ha-Dorom, XVI
(Tishrei, 5723), %.

5See infra, pp. 367ff.






















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































