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4. Childhood, Marriage and the Family
in the Eastern European Jewish
Enlightenment

David Biale

In 1945, Jacob Katz published his fundamental article on Jewish attitudes
toward marital and family life in traditional society.! Katz concluded his
study with reflections on the new, individualistic values introduced by
Moses Mendelssohn and the German Haskalah (Enlightenment), values
which ultimately came to revolutionize attitudes toward marriage and the
family. The chapter presented here on the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries begins approximately where Professor Katz's leaves
off and focuses primarily on Eastern Europe. Although this is a study of
the new values of the Haskalah, we must be careful not to argue too clean
a break with the past, for the new was often deeply entangled with the
old. The norms of a new social order may germinate in a traditional
society as forms of deviance. Certainly it appears that new sexual at-
titudes emerged in Central Europe a good century before they became
widely accepted as norms.? The early Haskalah in Eastern Europe may
have functioned in the same way. Moreover, the new attitudes we shall
explore here may well have been not only the result of influence from
European culture, but also the products of a dialectical dynamic within
traditional Jewish society.

I shall address myself not to the development of a new social reality
in Eastern Europe, but rather to new mentalities regarding the institutions
of marriage and the family. We are concerned here with ideology in the
broadest sense of the word. The attitudes and perceptions of very small
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groups came to shape those of society as a whole. Thus, even if Jewish
society was much slower to change than the intellectual elite, the
Haskalah perceptions of social problems gave a new vocabulary to reality
and contributed to its transformation.

Our discussion cannot however ignore a fundamental fact of Jewish
social history from the eighteenth century to the end of the nineteenth:
the demographic explosion which was far greater for the Jews of Eastern
Europe than for the European population as a whole.3 From 1648 to 1765,
the Jewish population of Poland increased by 3.2 times to more than half
a million. By 1825, the Jews of that part of Poland partitioned to Russia
totaled some 1,600,000. By the census of 1897, this number had risen
again by 3.2 times to over 5 million. This extraordinary increase, which
remains something of a puzzle to demographers, must have had a pro-
found impact on our subject. For some two centuries, the Jewish youth
cohort, as the sociologists like to call it, was enormous compared to older
age groups. I mean primarily the group in the years we today label
adolescence and early adulthood. Restless and searching, such youth
groups typically fill the ranks of radical religious and political move-
ments, as our own century attests.

Societies have always tried to control the potentially dangerous
energies of their young. Natalie Davis and Richard Trexler have shown
such mechanisms at work in Renaissance France and Italy.# As Professor
Katz has argued, the institutions of early marriage and education served
similar functions in the Jewish world.5 But by the eighteenth century, the
pressures of demography may have made such solutions by themselves
inadequate. I would submit that the great religious and intellectual move-
ments of the late eighteenth and early nincteenth centuries may have all
been products of the youth explosion. I have in mind, first, Hasidism,
second, the yeshiva movement, which began in Volozhin at the begin-
ning of the nineteenth century, third, the numerically much smaller
Musar movement of Israel Salant, and finally, Haskalah itself. All of these
movements, regardless of their fundamental ideological differences, were
initially either made up heavily of teenagers or largely aimed at teenagers.
As such, they provided varying ideological solutions to what Erik Erik-
son has called the crisis of identity that afflicts the adolescent.®¢ But if
revolutionary in origin, these movements quickly became instruments
for social control.

If we are to believe the psychologists, every generation experiences
searchings for a viable adult identity which necessarily includes a certain
rebellion and ambivalence toward its parents. Yet the development of
ideologies as expressions of and solutions to the problem of identity
occurs only at historical conjunctures when old identitics are no longer
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satisfying. In quiet times, the problems of adolescence are r_esolvcd
primarily as venerable institutions provide the young person with ave-
nues for maturation. When these institutions no longer prove ac!equate—
for whatever reasons—the question of identity becomes a public matter,
generating the impetus for new ideologies and ultimately new institu-
tions. . .
We should not assume that because there is little evidence of conflicts
between parents and children among Jews befo.rc the ei'gl.ltcenth century
in Eastern Europe that such conflicts did not exist. But it is only with the
emergence of the new ideologies aimed toward the young that these
conflicts took on a public dimension. I do not propose to settle the
question of whether ideology is merely the reflection of a struggle for
identity or if it is the cause of youthful disaffection. But Yvhether we label
ideology chicken or egg, we cannot escape .t_hc conclu§1on that th.e new
ideologies were manifestly part of generational conflicts. Hers is one
example from memoirs of the Yiddish writer Yehezkel Kotik.” Kotik,
who was born in 1847, describes how his father rebelled as a nevu.rly
married thirteen-year-old against his grandfather by bccqming a Hasid.
Kotik himself took after his grandfather and became a munagged Foppo-
nent of Hasidism). His father then arranged a Hasidic bndg for him and
thus tried to win him back to the true religion. But Kotik, aftcr two
months of marriage, fled his wife and father to stu.d)f at the ycshwa of
Volozhin, a stronghold of the mitnaggedim. 1f Hasidism and mtfnagdut
served as the bones of contention between generations for Kot.lk,.the
same role was fulfilled by Haskalah for others and by assimilation,
socialism, and Zionism for later generations. ' o
Our focus here is the conjunction between ideology and identity in
the early Eastern European Haskalah—that period up to around .1870
when the maskilim (followers of Haskalah) were still a Persecutcd minor-
ity. The ideology of the Haskalah has received con51.derable attention
from historians.8 Productivization of the Jews, especially through t}}e
creation of Jewish farm colonies, moderate religious _reform, change in
dress codes, and a new educational system emphasizing European lan-
guages and sciences, were all parts of the well-known program of the
maskilim. Yet this ideology did not emerge out of a vacuum but was
rather the product of the biographies of the maskilim and, speaﬁca.lly. of
the struggles for identity that marked their. z'xdolcscent years. For it was
typically during these years that the masklllm became converts to the
cause. While many of the ideas of the maskilim were taken over almost
word for word from the European Enlightenment, they wcre'absorbed
into a particularly Jewish framework, that is, the realiFy expe'nenc.ed by
_the maskilim themselves. Therefore, what is most interesting 1n the
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ideology of the Haskalah is not so much the ideas themselves—which
were for the most part derivative and not particularly original—but how
they resonated against the problems of Jewish adolescence.

Thc most compelling and inescapable fact of life for any young
mask¥l'was early marriage. The educated elite from whose ranks the
maskilim came were almost all married between the ages of thirteen and
fifteen. Abraham Gottlober states flatly that everyone he knew was
engaged by age eleven.” Even if the lower classes were marrying in their
later teens (as evidence indicates), the average age of marriage among
Jews was .cxtraordinarily young compared to marriages in Western Eu-
rope at'thxs time and even to non-Jews in Eastern Europe.!© The early age
of chwh marriage attracted much attention by writers, such as Polish
enlighteners from the late eighteenth century, seeking to reform the Jews
Even Central European rabbis such as Jacob Emden and Yehezkel Landal;
remark on the young marital ages of Eastern Jews as if they were
commenting on some exotic African tribe.!" As far as I have been able to
d(?termme, it was not until the 1870s that the age of marriage among the
elite began to rise significantly beyond adolescence.!?

What was the impact of marriage at the time of puberty? Here again
we must emphasize that the observations of the maskilim probably do
not re.ﬂect a new experience but rather give it, for the first time, a public
meaning. That such marriage was a traumatic experience is attested by at
least some of the traditional literature. For example, a celebrated case
from the 1760s reported in Yechezkel Landau’s responsa tells of a twelve-
year-old boy married to an equally young girl and forced by family
pressure to have sexual relations with her.'? In the middle of the act, one
of the family, who were presumably waiting with bated breath ox;tside
the room, knocked on the door, thus aborting the children’s attempt to
meet the expectations of their parents. From that point onward the two
would not go near each other, and shortly after his fourteenth birthday
tbe boy disappeared. Although reported in the terse style of the responsa
literature, one cannot fail to read such a case without experiencing the
pgt}.los and humiliation that must have caused the boy to run away from
bls 'm.-laws’ home. The point, however, is that such a case remained an
individual and private one which has only come down to us because of

the legal question of aginut (grasswidowhood).

' ThF maskilim, on the other hand, transformed their own biogra-
phies into public polemic. The memoirs of Mordechai Aaron
Guenzburg, Abraham Ber Gottlober, and Moses Leib Lilienblum, to
name but three, are all conscious attempts to define the personal px:ob—
lems of Jewish childhood and adolescence as social issues.'* The memoirs
follow certain conventions and must therefore be seen as works of
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literature as much as objective accounts. Indeed, we learn less from them
about the reality of Jewish life than we do about the image of that life
which the maskilim consciously created. But in imaginatively recon-
structing their early lives through their memoirs, the maskilim gave the
first definitions of childhood and adolescence in Jewish history. As
Philippe Ariés has suggested in Centuries of Childhood, the definition of
childhood is a cultural construct that changes historically.'S Although a
legal category of childhood in Judaism existed since the Talmud, it was
the maskilim who gave the term its first social definition by rebelling
against the traditional treatment of the child.

The beginning of adolescence is not determined solely by biology:
cultural factors certainly play a role in determining the age of adolescent
struggles. For traditional Jews in Eastern Europe, marriage at thirteen or
fourteen marked the transition from childhood to a new stage of life
which was neither adulthood nor childhood. The maskilim portray this
Jewish form of adolescence as an extended death, rather like premature
old age. Abraham Gottlober speaks of the child snatched out of the
paradise of childhood and forced to eat the apple of love which is “honey
mixed with poison.”! In this version of Adam’s fall, early marriage was
the kiss of death. In Mordechai Aaron Guenzburg’s memoir, early mar-
riage causes sexual impotence, which is the main theme of the book. This
impotence is the medical analogue of the philosophical impotence and
confusion which Guenzburg experienced during the same years. Both
conditions are temporarily cured by a doctor who is also a maskil.'” In
the juxtaposition of sexual and intellectual dysfunction, Guenzburg ex-
plicitly fuses the problems of personal identity and ideology. It is interest-
ing that although Guenzburg sees these problems as a consequence of
early marriage, he is equally opposed to the late age of marriage typical
of the German Jews: by marrying only at thirty, the German Jews too
often frequent prostitutes. Thus the proper age of marriage, says
Guenzburg, is around eighteen, a piece of advice which can be found
already in the Mishnah.

The maskilim see childhood as a period of naive innocence and
unproblematic relationship to one’s biological parents. In most of the
memoirs, the parents are portrayed in unambivalent and thoroughly
positive colors. Frequently the father is described as a maskil, although
here the authors play with the traditional meaning of the word

“learned”) which was only transformed by the Haskalah itself. An
intimation that this idyllic relationship must end first comes when the
young boy is sent off to the heder (one-room elementary school) at the
age of five or six. In memoir after memoir, the heder and melamed (heder
teacher) are presented as the very antithesis of home and parents. Here
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the boy is abused and beaten. Perhaps the most graphic portrait of the
heder is in Shmarya Levin’s autobiography in which the melamed is
nothing short of a pathological sadist.’® Yet the prevalence of this brutal
figure suggests that we are not dealing here with just a literary stereotype
but instead with a real figure drawn from life.

The experience of the heder clearly sharpened the contrast between
home and outside world. It may well be that a kind of splitting occurred
in the later memories of the maskilim in which the parents were seen as

thoroughly positive figures when the reality may have been more com- -

plex. In the memoirs I have studied, the writers never admit to having
been beaten by their parents, while the melamed invariably metes out
corporal punishment. We may be justifiably skeptical of this image of
reality. It is however significant that brutality is typically perceived as
external to the family. This perception is quite a contrast to what histo-
rians of the European family have taught us about child rearing since
early modern times; corporal punishment, although also administered in
the schools, was typically the province of the father and must have played
a role in the deep ambivalence toward the father which we find, for
instance, in Erik Erikson’s study of the young Luther.’ In the Jewish
experience, this sort of harsh discipline is associated with an agent outside
the family. Thus when the father and mother support the melamed, the
child feels a sense of betrayal, an emotion which all the memoirists later
experience in their marriages. There is a persistent tension in these works
between the “good parents” who protect the child against a cruel world
and a seemingly inexplicable alliance of these parents with the hostile
values of society.

The heder is the first experience of separation from the parents and
the memoirs invariably describe it in such tragic terms. But this separa-
tion is only a premonition of the more traumatic separation that will
come with marriage. Curiously, however, the period of engagement,
which usually lasted two years, is treated as the culmination of the idyllic
childhood. Some maskilim describe experiencing feelings similar to ro-
mantic love toward their prospective brides, usually before they actually
met them.?° It may well be that the social expectations placed on mar-
riage were the causes of these seemingly premature feelings. And, in fact,
the maskilim are quick to add that they themselves had no notions of love
whatsoever at this age. Although the maskilim report these feelings
many years after the event when they had already been exposed to a
European vocabulary of love, they were not merely literary inventions
since many of these marriages ultimately failed. A failed marriage would
tend to sour one’s memory of the engagement period, so the persistence
of more positive memories suggests that they were genuine and not later
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retrojections. Here perhaps is some evidence that feehpgs o‘f rorrn:nt;z
attraction were permitted and even encouraged by Fradlt’:ona society ;
long as they took place within the framcwork Qf a shidduk (cniageminu;
Certainly the Yiddish chapbooks of t?us period support su<;1 an af %ed
ment when they relate Jewish love stones.be'tween cogples who are fate
from birth to be united.?! Instead of dismlssmg the existence of rom}:mtl.c
love in traditional Jewish life, we might cqnsxdcr the. possibility that 1t
was allowed to flourish within certain definite constraints. :
If the period of engagement lent itself to a kind of puerile ron;lancc aH
a safe distance, the marriage itself seemed literally a death kt}e:htot ao
erotic feelings. The maskilim report the undcrstandabiz fcarfo t dc ir\;\;o
barely pubescent or probably even prepub.esccm chi rend orccf o
marital relations, frequently without the shghtgst knowledge o ;vth
was expected of them. Guenzburg relatgs how h1§ grandfatl;‘e:rbt?scel ans
sexual symbols of the Kabbalah to try to instruct him about tfe irds
the bees. In virtually all of the memoirs, 'the t'raurr.\a o prematug:
sexuality seems to have made a mature relationship with the n;:w w:i if
extraordinarily difficult, and in some cases paved thc': way to later ]
vorce. The failure of eroticism in many of these marriages Led to Si)'(ll'l;
dysfunction in some cases, such as Gucnzburg.s. When the mas nrc_
came later to adopt European ideals of romantic love, thf:xr olwn p y
mature encounter with eros created a bitter tension between ideology an
reallt&et it was not only the problems of relating to their new levcsfthat
plagued these memoirists: equally fiifﬁcult were the sep:;atlon fr(:hnz
parents and adaptation to the new in-laws. Here the problems o "
heder were magnified manyfold. We‘have to remcmber tl'fat lmost wz lc-l
ding contracts stipulated a certain period during Wh‘Cthhe in- ;wsr \:zusc
support the young husband as a student. He wpuld }vs mftkc:t house
together with his new wife. The length gf this period oll es varied
according to the relative wealth of the partics, but. it typically cov e
substantial portion of adolescence. Thus, during th1§ stgrn;y stagvi oknov;
the boy lived not with his biological parents but with in-laws. We !
from the literature on the English public school what. it meant to spen
one’s adolescence out of the home or, closer to our situation, wh;tfwas
the historical experience of apprentices and house servants separa}tle frt(;r:
parents at an early age. Young Jewish boys experienced much of thi
trauma, but as sons-in-law, their situation' was at once better and worts;té
They could be treated as a prize possession anq pampered. (sr, as y
cases of most of the maskilim, as Solomon Maimon, Guen? urg,f ar}l1
Lilienblum attest, the in-laws could take over the function of the
melamed as a persccutor.
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‘Maimon describes the brutal treatment he experienced at the hands

of his mother-in-law (the memoirs frequently blame the mothers-in-law
mgch more than fathers-in-law).22 Here the domestic politics are charac-
terized by quite a bit of physical violence, unlike the remembered child-
hoods of the authors. The young married man is treated like a child
althoggh not as he was treated in his own childhood. The author;
experience a distinct tension between their new status as married “adults”
and infantilizing treatment at the hands of their in-laws.
‘ The memoirs discussed here were all written by men so that we have
ignored the problems which the young wives must have faced caught
bet\yeen their parents and their new husbands. The autobiography of
Pauline Wengeroff, which is one of the very few we have that was written
by a woman who grew up in the mid-nineteenth century, suggests that
the Problems of growing up Jewish in this family situation were perhaps
as difficult for girls as for boys.23 There is also a fascinating case from the
mngcenth-century responsa literature of a young town girl who comes
to live .w1th her husband’s family in the countryside (the reverse of the
usual situation where the boy went into the girl’s household).24 Discon-
solate at leaving her family and lonely in the rural setting, she was
seduced by her father-in-law while her husband was off at schoc’>l. Unfor-
tunately, no such racy tale can be found in the reverse situation of the
young maskilim.

Her}ce the natural conflicts which adolescents experience with their

parents involved not the biological parents, but for most male Jews of
t.radlt%ona‘l society, the in-laws. Once again, when the maskilim turn this
iltuatlon into an ideological struggle, they bifurcate the family into the
. good” biological family of their childhood and the “bad” family of their
in-laws. It is their entrance into the latter which seems to cut off all hope
an.d create feelings of despair and impotence. It is also typically durin
this pt':rxod that they begin to discover Haskalah ideas and in most casc%
come into severe conflict with their in-laws. Thus it is not surprising that
the polemic against early marriage which one finds in many Haskalah
texts should have such a strong biographical dimension. The Haskalah
repr.csented.an avenue of escape from the pressure-cooker of the adoptive
fam.xly and it was an escape that allowed the maskilim to attack the ver
soc1.al system which had torn them out of their parents’ arms, first tZ
subject them to the heder and then to the prison of an early ma;riage It
might equally be argued that Hasidism and the yeshivot also offe;ed
avenues of escape from the life of the traditional family during adoles-
cence, but they did not provide weapons of direct criticism. No wonder
that some of the maskilim found their way to the Haskalah through the
court of the Zaddik or the study hall of the yeshivah.
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The system of controlled early marriage therefore naturally formed
the focus of the Haskalah program of reform. It is impossible to under-
stand the theory of productivization of the Jews without a new system of
marriage. For the early maskilim, the old system of marriage put a
premium on talmudic scholarship, both in its hierarchy of marital virtues
and in the rewards of marriage. Instead of gaining a worthwhile profes-
sion, the young married man was expected to study. Financial support
would come from his in-laws and later his wife. The maskilim focused
on this practice in their critique of traditional society. For instance, in
Smolenskin’s Ha-To‘eh be-Darkhei ha-Hayyim, a young Hasid proclaims
to a maskil who wants to know how he supports himself: “Is my mother-
in-law paralyzed that I should have to earn a living? Until the day the
worms take up residence in her corpse, she will go on working and
supplying our needs.”25 The maskilim advocated destroying this system
by creating an adolescence to be dedicated to gaining an occupation.
Marriage would come later, only when the boy could himself support his
wife. Adolescence would thus become a time of some autonomy, or at
least a period when the perceived constraints of family would be delayed.

It should be added that the Orthodox world was beginning to come
to similar conclusions. Where the general belief in the Middle Ages was
that a youth might devote himself more energetically to study if he was
married, a number of rabbinic authorities such as the author of the Arukh
ha-shulhan argued that study must precede marriage (a position which has
support in the talmudic dictum: “Can he have a millstone around his neck
and study Torah?"26 The age of marriage of yeshivah students at the great
Lithuanian yeshivot rose to twenty-five toward the end of the nineteenth
century. Perhaps the most important Rosh Yeshiva of the period,
Naphtali Zvi Berlin of the Volozhin yeshivah, claimed that early mar-
riage was medically unsound, even if earlier generations had been up to it
(this is a view he probably got from Jacob Emden, who in turn may have
had it from eighteenth-century medical treatises).?”

The connection between productivization and marriage in Haskalah
ideology had a further dimension. The maskilim saw traditional mar-
riage as a commercial transaction unsuited to the modern world. Instead
of making money by productive labor or capitalist initiative, the focus of
Jewish financial transactions was the shiddukh. The maskilim were par-
ticularly hostile to the institution of the shadkhan (matchmaker), who
represented for them a type of batlan, or unproductive parasite. This
image of marriage as a financial transaction had considerable justification
as we can see by referring to Jacob Emden’s autobiography. one of the
most candid personal sources from the traditional world.2® Much of
Emden’s account is taken up with the tedious financial details of various
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shlddukl?l.m, transactions which were frequently the largest in the life of
the tl:;x'dltlonal Jew. One might note that despite the hostility of the
maskilim tov&{ard the shadkhan and the public financial negotiation
arour.ld the shiddukh, they themselves all too often resorted to the samS
prac’:tlces. Thus, Y. L. Peretz’s father, who was a maskil arranged hie
son’s marriage in the traditional fashion, and Abraham M;pu's le%ters tS
hl'S brother are filled with descriptions of the wealth of various wom h0
E;letd hto marry off to his brother. Even Moses Mendelssohn, who bozrslte;
Sh:ildd llj( }?VZZ nrlr;:l::lsallgz g;d not require a shadkhan, is said to have taken a
But if the maskilim did not live up to their own ideology, they at
least Wanted to remove marriage from the marketplace. Let gu};, lool}(’ at
two didactic Haskalah novels. Israel Aksenfeld’s Yidaish novel Da
ShterntikhI>® is all about the tensions between the old commercial valu o
represented by the marital headband with its valuable stones and the n:s’
yalues of capitalist commerce. As Dan Miron has pointed 01;t the fo o
is based on fixed wealth and the latter on liquid.3! In this no;/el worrl:xler
represc?nt medieval values. The hero, Mikhl, overcomes these \"alues En
marrying the heroine but presenting her with a shterntikhl (headband) o);'
false pearls. Once the shterntikhl and all the values it represents are
shown to be bogus, the new capitalist spirit which Mikhl has acquired i
Germany can emerge triumphant. ) "
In a similar way, Mendele’s first Hebrew novel, Ha-Avot ve-ha-Banim
(1868), weds new commercial values with free choice in marriage
Women, says Mendele, should no longer be treated as commodities togbé
bought ar.u;l sold by their parents; instead, Jews must learn to relate to true
commodlt_les. The novel, which is explicitly based on Turgenev’s Fathers
and Sons, is about the generational conflict instigated by the Haskalah
For Mendele, this conflict is an essential ingredient of progress. At thc.
en.d of the novel, the hero and heroine are finally engaged after m;mcrou
misadventures and reccive the blessings of the patriarch Ephraim Hi:
;iic(:)at:hca symbol)ic e}ilgh}: days later is like an inverted Brit Milah (circu‘mci—
eremony) which signi i
e Zew generagg;f‘ies the birth of a new set of values and the
' Influenced by the nascent movement of Russi ini
1sh writers of the 1860s and 1870s, such as Y. L. é:&gzn::észii;:f)ljjw-
t'rxed to liberate the Jewish woman from the bonds of traditional m:l]:l
riage. Gordon’s poem Al Kozo Shel Yod probably remains the most
eloqgent denunciation of the oppression of women by Jewish law and i
certainly the first attempt to write from a woman’s point of vicw—ls
stance that the earlier Haskalah was unable to adopt since it t icalla
treated women as allegories for the medieval world it dc};};iscdy
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Lilienblum also wrote a number of bitter manifestos against the tradi-
tional view of women, denouncing in particular what he calls the wife as
“chamberpot” (avit shel shofkhin).>? He argues that the functions tradi-
tional Judaism attributed to married women could as well be performed
by a servant.

Just as the Haskalah advocated taking marriage out of the mar-
ketplace, so it preached taking women out of commerce. A moderate
maskil like Mapu could still trumpet the business skills of prospective
matches to his brother,33 but more radical writers like Guenzburg and
Ayzik Meyer Dik were not so compromising. In one of his didactic letter
formularies, Guenzburg praises the customs of countries where men
work and women stay at home; in his own country, he complains, the
girls are active in business and their morals have deteriorated.?* Similarly,
Dik, the Yiddish pulp novelist, saw the marketplace as bad for feminine
morals. In one of his novels he writes with a characteristic lack of
subtlety: “The women of Israel and their daughters sit and sell all kinds of
silk and linen and everyone who comes to buy wants to taste the taste of a
virgin and possess her.”3> Commerce was the midwife of female promis-
cuity. Both marriage and women must be decommercialized.

Those familiar with the history of the European family will imme-
diately recognize the bourgeois impulse in this view of women and the
family. We have here a Jewish variant on the notion that a woman’s place
is in the home. If the maskilim directed their polemics against a specifi-
cally Jewish system of marriage and family, their goal was the same as
that of other nineteenth-century writers on the family. They advocated
such bourgeois values as privacy and chastity. Here we encounter an
interesting tension in Haskalah thought: although the maskilim advo-
cated romantic love and free choice in marriage, their erotic desires were
severely curtailed by values of almost puritanical restraint.

It is worthwhile reflecting for a moment on the meaning of such a
bourgeois family given the background of the maskilim. The position of
women in this new family was clearly less powerful than in the tradi-
tional family, or at least in the image of the traditional family we find in
the memoirs and fiction of the Haskalah. Where the maskilim experi-
enced their mothers-in-law, and to a lesser extent wives, as powerful and
domineering, they construct a family in which power implicitly lies in
the hands of the husband. Their revolt against the traditional family is a
revolt against matrilocality, or at least the version of matrilocality that
they experienced as young husbands.

The maskilim contrasted their bourgeois aspirations with a peculiar
vision of traditional Jewish life. Where the typical image of traditional
Judaism is of strictly controlled sexuality, the maskilim describe it as
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shockingly promiscuous. Such accusations against traditional society
were particularly common in the Haskalah attacks on Hasidism. Joseph
Perl, perhaps the most abusive critic of Hasidism in the early nineteenth
century, believed that because the Hasidim focused all their attention on
God and the Zaddik, they had abandoned their families.3¢ Perl was
particularly critical of the allegedly pornographic language of Hasidic
theology (he deliberately distorted Hasidic texts to make them much
more explicitly erotic).3” Moreover, in his Megalleh Temirin (1819), two of
the many interwoven plots involve promiscuous behavior by the
Hasidim (in one case, two Hasidim rape and impregnate a Gentile
woman; in another, the son of the rebbe sleeps with a Jewish woman).
What Perl seems to be suggesting is that Hasidism has broken the bounds
of sexual propriety on two fronts: its theology is obscenely erotic and its
followers” behavior is promiscuous. He implies that the first leads to the
second. On both the religious and social planes, all morality has broken
down and the family is on the road to destruction. The maskilim pose
here not as the critics of the family but as its redeemers; what they really
" have in mind is the bourgeois and not the traditional family.

It is curious indeed that the maskilim should have attacked
Hasidism, of all movements, for unbridled eroticism. If anything,
Hasidism was much more puritanical than mainstream rabbinic Judaism,
at least if one is to judge from such Hasidic writers as Elimelech of
Lysensk and Nachman of Bratslav. Hasidism celebrated the emotions
over the intellect but redirected erotic feelings toward God. Here is a
classic case of control and displacement of eroticism through theology. It
might not be idle to speculate that the maskilim saw in Hasidism some-
thing uncomfortably close to home. Adolescents from the same general
background as the Hasidim, they no doubt experienced the same erotic
tensions which Hasidism had rechanneled. Where Hasidism confined
dangerous erotic impulses to the love of God, the maskilim tried to do
the same in an idealized image of the chaste bourgeois family.

Yet the escape to the family ultimately proved a personal and intel-
lectual failure for the maskilim. Analysis of the literature of the end of the
nineteenth century would be the subject of another chapter, but we
should at least remember Baruch Kurzweil’s shrewd observation that the
heroes of the stories of Berdichevsky, Brenner, Gneissin, and others seem
caught in perpetual adolescence.3® The Lebensphilosophie of the end of the
century demanded that eros be regarded as the touchstone of life. Yet the
tortured and unsuccessful attempts at love which one finds in this fiction
belie the bombastic philosophy it sought to serve.

The themes of sexual frustration and alienation in this literature arc
reflected in the biographies of the maskilim throughout the nincteenth
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century. The trauma of adolescent marriage was all too frcquentlyffc;l—
lowed by divorce. Although I have not donF a statistical .study of t ef
divorce rate among the maskilim, my impression from readmg}(c)lozens o
biographies and memoirs is that it was v&fell above 30 percent. lnl s}?.n}e
cases, the frustrated youth left his wife in ordef to pursue Haska }i 1. ;‘n
others, angry in-laws, upon discovering the boy s attraction to Has ala d
coerced a divorce. Yet the breakup of these marriages did not always lea
to more successful second marriages. For these generations, mature
eroticism often seemed unattainable. The only extram'antal affair [. knov:'l
of from the Haskalah—that of Lilienblum—remained platonic an
largeg’/:f;;:’;: li(ynow whether the high divorce rate was a consequence of
Haskalah or if, conversely, Haskalah may have bcc.n one result of u;—
happy marriages. One suspects that it. was 'sorpethmg of botb: Yet tlccl
fact remains that in their literature as in thel'r l.xves, the maskilim co;l1
not sustain the kind of family that was their 1ffleal. anall‘ wonder that
Abraham Mapu, in a letter to his brother, decne§ family hfc.. Ata dnmi‘ -
when the myth of the Jewish family was bccorpmg a stock m'tlr:zl eo
Western European rabbis, he wrote: "‘Only onein a thotl’i(a)nd will denive
joy from family life and even that will o'n‘ly be a facade. Ciend
Small wonder, too, that the maskilim should tl.]m to mgle rien -
ships to replace shattered personal lives: Mapu writes to his brotlher%
“Yes, the love of women is strong but as its price it will take 'the souls o
the husbands. . . . Not so is brotherhood whose candle will never be
extinguished.”#! Time and again, Mapu, like f)ther, Has‘iczalah wnFc:,
uses frankly erotic language to describe male .frlendshlps. ‘ .Wouldl c;t e
too bold to suggest that the erotic energies which the maskllxm cou nlot
direct toward women found their objects in rpen? Perhaps t.hlS spe;u a-
tion may help us understand the almost sectarian comradeship which we
maskilim. . .
find ;r}?:vzga:}glzed that the formation of a Haskalah ideology and l.dennty
must be seen as a consequence of the life experiences of thc_masklhm a}:lq,
even more important, of their perceptions of those experiences. In ; eir
revolt against traditional society, they wanted to rcvc?lutlomzc the politics
of marriage and the family along the lines of romantic l.ovc and bourgeois
marital relations which they adopted from Western llter.aturc. Wg ma)t
conclude that in their personal lives they cou.ld never realize these'lciieals%
like the generation of the desert, they were stl.ll trappcfl by the realm:-sl;)
their own childhoods and adolescences. But if they failed to success fuhy
wed eros to enlightenment, they did radica.lly alter the perception 19 t t}
Jewish family and thus contributed mightily to the erotic sensibility o
the modern Jew.



58 David Biale
Notes

!,. Jacob Katz, “Marriage and Marital Relations at the End i
Ages [He_brew], Zion 10 (1944-45), 21-54. In addition, see his “Fa(r)rfilt)lrleKl}:l:sc}il(ij1e
and'Marrlage Amo_ng Ashkenazim in the Sixteenth to Eighteenth C’enturiesp',’
Jewish Journal ofSoaglogy 1 (1959), 4-22. In this article, Katz extends the analysis
of the 1945 essay to include Eastern Europe. A summary of these arguments };an

also be found in his Tradition and Crisis: Jewish Soci 1
(New York 101 chareition and Jewish Society at the End of the Middle Ages

2. See Azriel Shohat, Im Hilufei Tekufot (Jerusa
There is a good deal of debate over Shohat’s t{esig Katzlﬁlz::’sizzg)s,tegpt.hﬁzv;Zlii
Shohat f(‘)ur.ld among German Jews in the late seventeenth century was no more
than dev_lanons.from the rabbinic norms which only changed with the Men-
delssohnian Enlightenment. A synthesis of the Katz and Shohat positions might
argue that deviance is a necessary prerequisite to new norms. §

3. “Population,” Encyclopedia Judai 1 ibli
ograshy fabad o, yclopedia Judaica, vol. 13, cols. 866-903 and the bibli-

4. Natalie Z. Davis, “The Reasons of Misrule,” Past and
4 avis, “T| s Present 50 (1971), 41—
'5735;1 ils‘h?rdjj‘;ex})er‘ th}n}l{ 1rlx Florence: Adolescence and Salvation in t}(xe Re)n:ils_
» In The Pursuit of Holiness in Late Medieval ] igi
Charles Trinkhaus (Leiden, 1974), pp. 200-64. e Renaissance Religion, ed.

5. Katz, Zion, passim.

6. Erik Erikson, Young Man Luther (New York, 1958, 1962}, pp. 14, 41-42.
7. Yehezkel Kotik, Mayne Zichrones (Warsaw, 1913), vol. 1, pp. 110ff.

8. For Eastern Europe, see primarily M i i j
: , y Mordechai Levin, Arkhei H. -
Kalkalah ba-Ideologiya shel Tekufat ha-Haskalah (Jerusalem, 1975); J. S.e;{a'is?;m '1'"};e

Haskalah Movement in Russia (Philadelphia, 1913): ]
Haskalah Move e o phia, ); and Rafael Mahler, Ha-Hasidut

9. Abraham Gottlober, Zikhronot u-Masa’ot, ed. R
\ - , ed. R. Goldber 1

11976), vol: 1, p. 85. Gottlobelf describes how the marriage brokers agegigu;;ri?a’
ow marriage age by pressuring parents to accept matches. The typical goal was
to celebrate the Bar Mlctlzvah and marriage at the same party. Since a two-year
engagement was considered necessary, the shidd
concluded when the boy was eleven. % e Shdlubls (enggement) was often

10. See Adrejs Plakans and Joel M. Hal y istori i

_ : . pern, “An Historical Perspect

Eighteenth Century Jewish Family Households in Eastern Europe?’ecirllv;aciﬁ
thi‘erlband, ed., Modern Jewish Fertility (Leiden, 1981), pp. 18-32. The classic
mode for age of marriage is J. Hajnal, “European Marriage Patterns in Perspec-
tive,”in D. V. Glass and D. E. C. Eversley, eds., Population in History (Chicago,

1965). See also Peter Laslett, Th
o aslett, The World We Have Lost (2nd ed., New York, 1971)

11. On the Polish enlighteners, see Jacob Goldberg, “Jewish Marri i
?_l;i Poland in the Public Opinion of the Enlightenment geritj)d" [Hebrew]?gcelei’;

(1978), 25-33. On rabbinical opinion, see Ya'akov Emden, She'elat Yavez
(Altona, 1738-59), Q. 14, p. 18; and Yehezkel Landau, Noda be-'Ylvhudah Part 2
(Prague, 1811), Q. 54, p. 63. Some of the early marriages in the eightee;nh and
nineteenth centuries may have been a result of “panics” (bahalot) caused by

y

The Jewish Family in the Eastern European Jewish Enlightenment 59

rumors that the government was about to legislate minimum marriage ages. See
Isracl Halpern, “Panic Marriages in Eastern Europe” [Hebrew] in his Yehudim ve-
Yahadut be-Mizrah Eropa (Jerusalem, 1969), pp. 289-309. Halpern probably exag-
gerates the number of very early marriages since the tendency of the sources is to
inflate such figures. Early marriage was common even without externally in-
duced panics, although the latter brought about marriages at the age of eight,
which was normally unheard of. In any case, the children typically were not
brought together until they reached legal maturity. Halpern also contends that
governmental decrees may have played a role in the eventual rise in marital age.
While this may have been true in Bohemia where such regulations went into
effect in the eighteenth century, it was not true in Russia where age of nuptiality
was influenced by other causes.

12. See Shaul Stampfer, Shelosha Yeshivot Lita’iot be-Me'ah ha-19 (unpublished
dissertation, Hebrew University, 1981), Appendix. Stampfer brings evidence of
the age of yeshivah students during the nineteenth century, which is some
measure of the intellectual clite. A broader analysis of age of marriage in Russia
between 1867 and 1902 can be found in Jacques Silber, “Some Demographic
Characteristics of the Jewish Population in Russia at the end of the Nineteenth
Century,” Jewish Social Studies 42 (summer—fall, 1980), 277-78.

13. Landau, Noda be-Yehudah, part 2, Q. 52, pp. 45—46.

14. Mordechai Aaron Guenzburg, Aviezer (Vilna, 1863); Abraham Ber
Gottlober, Zikhronot; and M. L. Lilienblum, Ketavim Autobiografiim, 3 vols, ed.
S. Breiman (Jerusalem, 1970). Guenzburg (1795-1846) began his memoir in 1828
but did not complete it. Gottlober (1810-1899) published the first part of his
autobiography in 1881 and the second in 1886, but the section on his youth and
marriage seems to have been written in 1854. Lilienblum (1843-1910) is a genera-
tion later. His Hatte'ot Ne ‘urim (“Sins of Youth™), which is the relevant part of his
autobiography, appeared in 1876 and, as such, is the only one of these works to
have been written close to the period of life described (Lilienblum actually wrote
the work in 1872-73).

15. Philippe Ariés, Centuries of Childhood, trans. Robert Baldick (New York,
1962).

16. Gottlober, p. 93.

17. On Guenzburg, see Alan Mintz, “Guenzburg, Lilienblum and the Shape
of Haskalah Autobiography,” AJS Review 4 (1979), 71-110. Mintz mistakenly
thinks that Guenzburg’s work ends with a resolution, when in fact the cure
breaks down in the last two pages. But Mintz's treatment of these two auto-
biographies is by far the best recognition of the deliberate litcrary character of
these works. See additionally Samuel Werses, “The Patterns of Autobiography in
the Period of the Haskalah” [Hebrew], Gilyonot 17 (1945), 175-83.

18. Shemarya Levin, Forward from Exile, trans. Maurice Samuel (Phila-
delphia, 1967), pp. 51-52. Levin (1867-1935) relates how this discipline created
adultlike behavior. Children attended the heder for most of the day and saw their
parents for only an hour or so in the evenings. Because the heder was for boys
only, it sharpened the separation between boys and girls.

19. Erikson, 63-79. See also Lloyd deMause, “The Evolution of Child-

hood,” in Lloyd deMause, ed., The History of Childhood (New York, 1974), pp. 1-
74: and David Hunt, Parents and Children in History (New York, 1970), pp. 133-48.



60 David Biale

20. Guenzburg, 54; Gottlober, 94-95.

21. This literature is described in David Roskies, Ayzik-Meyer Dik and the

Rise of Yiddish Popular Literature (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Brandeis Uni-
versity, 1975), chap. 1.

22. Solomon Maimon, An Autobiography, ed. Moses Hadas (New York,
1947), pp. 31-33. Maimon’s autobiography was first published in 1792-93.

23. Pauline Wengeroff, Memoiren einer Grossmutter (Berlin, 1913), pp. 100ft.
Wengeroff’s own marriage was a combination of old and new value systems.
Although she was engaged in the usual way, she wrote love letters to her fiancé
and spent time with him unchaperoned. She speculates that Nicholas I's edicts of
1845 requiring Jews to adopt modern clothing had an influence on marriage
customs. Wengeroff came from an already partially enlightened family and all her
children went on to convert to Christianity. Thus her testimony cannot be
regarded as representative for the maskilim, but should rather be seen as evidence
of changes among the assimilating merchant class.

24. Haim Halbershtam, Divrei Haim (Lemberg, 1875), Q. 28, p. 97.
Halbershtam (1793-1876) was the founder of a Hasidic dynasty in Zanz, Galicia,
in the first half of the nineteenth century.

25. Smolenskin, Ha-To‘eh be-Darkhei ha-Hayyim (Warsaw, 1905), part 3,
pp- 22ff. Translated in David Patterson, “Hasidism in the Nineteenth-Century
Novel,” Journal of Semitic Studies 5 (1960), 367—68.

26. Yehiel Michael Epstein, Arukh ha-Shulhan: Even ha-Ezer (1905-6), Sec. 1,
P 11:3. Epstein claims that by his day (beginning of the twentieth century) the
custom of child marriage had virtually disappeared. The main reason for early
marriage was to prevent masturbation, but Epstein holds that “in these genera-

tions, the instincts have decreased” so that such preventive measures are no longer
necessary.

27. Naphtali Zvi Berlin, Ha‘amek Davar (Vilna, 1879-80), commentary on
Exodus 1:7. For Emden’s view, see the responsa cited in n. 11.

28. Jacob Emden, Migilat Sefer, ed. David Kahana (Warsaw, 1897). Emden
wrote his autobiography around 1752.

29. Y. L. Peretz, “Zikhronot,” in Kol Kitvei Y. L. Peretz (Tel Aviv, 1957),
p. 146; Ben-Zion Dinur, ed., Mikhtavei Avraham Mapu (Jerusalem, 1970),
pp- 184ft; and Katz, Zion, p. 50.

30. See the excellent translation by Joachim Neugroschel in his The Shtet!
(New York, 1979), pp. 49-172. Dos Shterntikhl was probably written in the 1840s

but was prevented from publication by Hasidic pressure. It was finally published
in Leipzig in 1862.

31. Dan Miron, Ben Hazon le-Emet (Jerusalem, 1979), pp. 177-216.
32. Lilienblum, Ketavim, vol. 2, pp. 89-93.

33. Mapu, Mikhtavim, 5 August 1862, p. 185.

34. M. A. Guenzburg, Kiryat Sefer (Vilna, 1847), p. 59.

35. Quoted in Levin, Arkhei Hevra, p- 152. For a fuller treatment of this
theme in Dik and other Yiddish authors, see David Roskies, “Yiddish Popular
Literature and the Female Reader,” Journal of Popular Culture 10:4 (1977), 852-58.

The Jewish Family in the Eastern European Jewish Enlightenment 61

Roskies quotes a similar passage from Di]k’s {ﬂ?'oyze f}inkly (()?Z;)Je:v?st‘xlrém‘s” og{l);
ider it shameful for [a Jewish woman] to flirt with a : low,
:xzttls\::/ii:}rllat SC}tx?stian, beca;llse in the latter case, it is a matter of business. o
36. Joseph Perl, Uiber das Wesen der Sekte Chassidim, ed. Abraham Rubinstein
(Jerusalem, 1977), pp. 125, 146.

37. Ibid., pp. 41-43. ,

38. Baruch Kurzweil, Sifruteinu ha-Hadashah: Hemshekh o-Ma apekhah? (Tel
Aviv, 1971), pp. 234ft. ‘

' i i d a very high rate of

burg claims that early marriage produce ]

divo?gé' c();l:ltegfz' eve%y two women, one has had two hus}?ands. See Awezeri)lft){‘».f
Because. of his own unhappy marriage, Guen;burg s testimony is subspect. bu i
we look only at the biographies of the maskilim, we find that his observation
not far from the mark.

40. Mapu, Mikhtavim, 29 October 1860, p. 133.

41. Ibid., 12/26 January 1861, p. 138. ' . o
42. See ibid., letters to Shneur Sachs},1 181;13, gp. 3;'{7 ghlce}:nlgec:ul%es 73 ;0‘,’;3
o i i Iso his letter to his brother o ov . . p- 23,
O e . “ny b ou and my lips kiss your lips.
in which he writes: “My right hand embraces y : Jour I
i h to these conventions of epistolary
One must be careful not to impute too muc ons of epistolary
is signi is that such language seems appropriate be
T e and o dern ideal of friendship owes much to
but not between men and women. The modern 1 feal of fric  owes much to
i p we find here
the German Enlightenment, and the language of trien  find here is no.
he particular emotional valen
doubt borrowed and translated. Whatever t ular emoBona] v e
iendships, it is clear that they provxded emotional o
ii"ietsheirfr:g:rrsialgr::. A comprehensive study of this neglgctec} theme v;r.ou:]q };la:rﬁctroe
include such sources as literature and letter formularies, in both of whic
seems to be an abundance of evidence for male friendship.



