
As the eighteenth century came to a close, a new world
was dawning for the Jews of western and central Europe.
Enlightenment ideals suffused the French Revolution, and
the Jews of France were polit ically emancipated and
shortly thereafter given full rights of cit izenship.  

Of equal significance was the accession to power of
Napoleon Bonaparte.  He began a series of imperial wars,
turning the French egalitarian ideals into a pan-European,
militarily-enforced movement, and through his conquests
gave the Jews of central Europe their first taste of
polit ical equality.

As Jews were enfranchised across the Continent, so were
Brit ish Jews fully vested with equal rights as the
nineteenth century progressed.  Jewish families
participated in the emergence of capitalist, industrial
societies, and were major beneficiaries of an emerging
modernity.  

In addit ion to claiming a larger role in European host
societies, Jews in Germany, in particular, continued the
inner transformation started by the maski lim, and a
ÒreformedÓ mode of Judaism began to emerge that
attempted to accommodate Judaism to a rapidly changing
world. 

But the status of European Jews did not progress in a
uniformly positive direction.  Revolutions and counter-
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revolutions in Europe following NapoleonÕs defeat
created turmoil for the principles of emancipation, and
pseudo-scientific racial theories Ð coupled with age-old
Christian antagonisms Ð created a new and virulent form
of anti-Semitism that was to have devastating
consequences in the twentieth century.

Even in liberal France, anti-Semitism became a powerful
force, bursting onto the public stage with the scandalous
prosecution of a French-Jewish military captain in the
Dreyfus Affair.  This travesty of justice inspired a Viennese
journalist, Theodor Herzl, to conclude that Jews would
only be safe in their own national homeland. 



PART 1

The French Revoluti on and th e Jews
Monarchic abuses and Enlightenment ideas drove the French
revolution in 1789.  The philosophies of the Òrights of manÓ
that underlay the revolution were understandably construed to
include ÒevenÓ the French Jews.

France had been torn by religious wars in the preceding
centuries, and had a long history of Jewish persecutions and
expulsions.  Creating an egalitarian republic entailed Ð as it had
across the Atlantic in the new United States of America Ð a
radical separation of Church and State.  The ideal was for
government to be Òreligion-blindÓ in its policies, and to convey
the privileges of cit izenship on all, regardless of their religions.
In France, as elsewhere, this ideal was challenging to achieve,
and did not always succeed in ending social discrimination and
biases.

In a land steeped in religious and de jure anti-Semitism for so
many centuries, the egalitarian ideal was particularly difficult
to achieve.

Atlas: Mediterranean: 1812

Europe at the end of the 18th century was a patchwork of
peculiar environments for Jews.  The status of the Jews was
anchored in the difficult past and yet that status was poised for
dramatic changes of both positive and negative sorts.  In the
next session, we will look at eastern Europe and Russia, where
a restricted area for Jewish settlement was about to be
established.

Our focus now is to the west: France, where a post-
revolutionary French Empire was about to be established;
England, where liberal ideals were taking root; and Germany,
the hotbed of the haskalah, the Jewish Enlightenment.  Note
too the controlling and central position of Austria and its
capital, Vienna. 

!   Point out th ese places.

Video:  Show 6: Revolutions, The French Revolution

Royal excesses and revolutionary ideals of liberty, fraternity
and equality led to Bastil le Day, July 14, 1789.  In the revolution
that began that day, French society was remade.  Among the
dramatic changes in post-revolutionary France, the granting of
full equality and rights to French Jews was certainly among the

      Mediterranean: 1812

Atl as > 1789 Ð 1925 > 1812 >
Mediterranean

A
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most significant, after so many centuries of persecutions and
expulsions.

Even in the Enlightened French Republic, the contentious
debate about Jewish equality went on for many months.

!   Play th is video segment to  Ò....th ese nati ons of Europe.Ó

Review and Discussion Questions

¥  How would you argue for and against French Jewish
cit izenship?

¥  Would you have been in favor of NapoleonÕs approach to
spreading French ideals by military means?

¥  Was this a stable and enduring approach to Jewish
emancipation?

Historical Document : Can a Jew Be a Frenchman?

For many in France, the ideals of the revolution had limits, and
the emancipation of the Jews exceeded one of those limits.
This document provides insights into the views of the pro-
Jewish lobby in the early French republican debate about
Jewish emancipation, and raises many contemporary questions
about the status of Jewish communit ies in gentile nations. 

!   Summarize th e sidebar info rmati on.

!   Read th e text of th e document,  noti ng th e implied
questions of dual loyalti es and Òa nati on with in a nati on.Ó 

Review and Discussion Questions

¥  What are the arguments being responded to, and what
counter-arguments are offered?

¥  How is this documentÕs debate echoed in our times?

      Can a Jew Be a Frenchman?

Video > Roads fro m th e Ghetto  >
Revoluti ons > French revoluti on >
Explore Topic > Historical
Documents > Can a Jew Be a
Frenchman

D



PART 2

Napoleon, th e Jews,  and Emancipati on
The ideals of the revolution were quickly subsumed by the
post-revolutionary Reign of Terror.  Out of the chaos, Napoleon
Bonaparte emerged as Emperor.  He began a series of imperial
wars across Europe and in the Mediterranean.  

Of most interest for the Jews, his imperialism Ð resembling
ancient Greek imperialism Ð had a powerful cultural tinge.  In
NapoleonÕs case, he sought militarily to extend the ideals and
liberal achievements of France to the rest of the world.  And
this meant, among many other thing, equality and
emancipation for Jews. 

Historical Document : Napoleon Convenes ÒSanhedrinÓ

Seeking to resolve questions about the ÒfitnessÓ of Jews to be
full cit izens of France, and to enlist Jewish support across the
Continent for his expansionary plans, he convened an
Assembly of Jewish notables.

Its job was to respond to a number of questions that would
indicate Jewish ÒfitnessÓ for full participation in French life.
Many of the questions were clearly planted by anti-Semites, but
the excruciatingly diplomatic (and sometimes evasive) answers
of this council of Jewish elders satisfied Napoleon and his
ministers.  Then, Napoleon called for a Jewish legislative body,
modeled on the ancient Jewish institution, the Sanhedrin, to
make these answers formal Jewish law.

!   Summarize th e sidebar info rmati on.

!   Read th e text of th e document,  discussing how th e
questions might be answered.  Questions 1, 2, 4, and 6 are
parti cularly interesting fo r discussion.

Review and Discussion Questions

¥  Why did Napoleon want a Sanhedrin to religiously legislate
the eldersÕ answers to his questions?

¥  Which of the questions would have been the hardest to
answer?

Mult imedia:  Jewish Emancipation

NapoleonÕs armiesÕ march across Europe created new
dependent regimes that of necessity adopted French
Emancipation ideals.  Beyond NapoleonÕs imposition of these

      Napoleon Convenes ÒSanhedrinÓ

Video > Roads fro m th e Ghetto  >
Revoluti ons > French Revoluti on >
Explore Topic > Historical
Documents > Napoleon Convenes a
ÒSanhedrinÓ

D
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ideals, many national leaders across western and central
Europe were attracted to the notions of democracy and
equality for all, especially in the later waves of revolutions in
the mid 19th century.

!   Play th e main Auto play.

!   At th e conclusion, an Explora b le Gra phi c will appear.  

!   Mo ve th e cursor over th e fo llowing nati ons fo r a good
sequence of Emancipati on.  A text block will appear:

    "   Belg ium

    "   Denma rk

    "   Germa ny

    "   Ita ly

    "   Select oth ers as desired.

Review and Discussion Questions

¥  Which countries were the ÒbestÓ in their policies of
emancipation?  Which were the worst?

¥  Are there hints for the following century in the patterns of
Jewish emancipation?



PART 3

Great Bri ta in and th e Jews
Although technically stil l outlaws living in England, a thriving
and quite public Brit ish Jewish community existed in England,
participating in the vigorous growth of the industrial
revolution and the expansion of the Brit ish Empire.

Yet when it came to full inclusion in BritainÕs polit ical life,
there were tradit ional impediments such as theological anti-
Semitism, the hegemony of the Anglican Church, and
deep-rooted resentment of Jews as the agents of modernity.
Only after many years of debate, in the middle of the
nineteenth century was Jewish equality achieved in
Parliament.

Video:  Show 6: Great Britain, Polit ical Rights

While Brit ish Jews mingled freely with the Anglican populace,
Jews remained excluded from polit ical power and inf luence.  It
would take years of dil igent effort before Jews were permitted
to share in the polit ical centers of power.  In England, as
elsewhere, the presence of significant social anti-Semitism was
not suddenly ameliorated by the polit ical enfranchisement.

!   Play th is video segment unti l ÒÉ. Prime Mi nister of Great
Bri ta in.Ó 

Review and Discussion Questions

¥  What was troubling about Brit ish societyÕs regarding Disraeli
as a Jew even though his family had converted to the
Anglican Church when he was a youth?

¥  How is this different than the treatment sincere Jewish
converts to Christianity received in earlier centuries?

      Great Bri ta in, Politi cal Rights

Video > Roads fro m th e Ghetto  >
Great Bri ta in > Politi cal Rights

V
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PART 4

Jewi sh Prosperi ty  and Jewi sh Refo rm
In central Europe, social discrimination against Jews was
pervasive, although some exceptional Jews were successful in
the upper echelons of European society.  The German
haskalah ideal was to be ÒA Jew at home, and a German in the
street.Ó  While many Jews chose outright conversion to
Christianity as the solution, other dedicated Jewish leaders
sought to find ways to adapt Jewish life to its larger German
cultural milieu.

Video:  Show 6: Rothschilds and Reform 

The Rothschilds were a remarkable international family that, in
addit ion to acquir ing great wealth and inf luence, set many of
the patterns of modern Jewish philanthropy.  For most German
Jewish families, though, polit ical emancipation was an empty
vessel, devoid of the real social equality that could better their
lives.  Some surrendered to the welcoming allure of
conversion, while others sought better ways for Judaism to
adapt and assimilate to the best of German society.

As Maimonides had, centuries earlier, sought to reconcile
classical Greek philosophy with Judaism, German reformers
sought to ÒemancipateÓ Judaism from its ancient roots, and
reconcile it with modern German society. 

!   Play th is video segment unti l ÒÉ. dif ferent fro m oth ers only
in our religion.Ó

Review and Discussion Questions

¥  On what basis did the Rothschilds rise to prominence in the
stratosphere of European societies?

¥  How would you evaluate the goals of German Reform
Judaism?

¥  How successful was the Reform movement in achieving its
goals?

Mult imedia: Innovation in Judaism: Jewish Choral Music
Ð Ma Tovu

German churches, of course, featured organ and orchestral
music and sublime mixed choirs.  In an effort to ÒGermanizeÓ
Jewish practice, many liberal synagogues experimented in
these musical forms.  

!   Click th e butto n Me dia Presenta ti ons.

      Roth schilds and Refo rm 

Video > Roads fro m th e Ghetto  >
Religious Refo rms > Innovati on in
Judaism
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!   Click th e butto n Jewi sh Cho ra l  Musi c.

!   Review th e content of th e sidebar regard ing innovati ons in
synagogue music

!   Click th e Audio butto n fo r Ma  Tovu, and discuss th e musical
genres and modes represented.

Review and Discussion Questions

¥  Judaism had always adapted to the folkways of its host
countries in synagogue architecture, liturgical forms, garb,
and languages.  What made German Reform different? 

¥  How have even tradit ional synagogues in America adapted
to American mores?



PART 5

Anti -Semi ti sm, Dreyfu s, and Herzl
EuropeÕs history of theological anti-Semitism needs no further
elaboration.  Yet, just as Europe was shedding its church-
dominated polit ical rule, anti-Semitism acquired a new face.

Ironically supplied by the liberalizing forces of the scientific
revolution, theories about race provided a new basis for
singling out and persecuting the Jewish Òrace.Ó  Racialist anti-
Semitism was to have fateful consequences for the Jewish
people and for the world.

Much of central Europe was pervaded by anti-Semitism in the
late nineteenth century.  But it  might have been expected that
France, the cradle of the Enlightenment, where Jews had
enjoyed full equality for a hundred years, might prove to be a
less hostile environment.  This was not to be the case, as a
gross travesty of justice was to demonstrate.

Video:  Show 6: Western Europe, Anti-Semitism

The tumultuous changes wrought by modernity in every
aspect of life caused profound social unrest. Urbanization and
other phenomena tore at the fabric of society, and many of
those who unwillingly confronted a rapidly changing and
dislocating world searched for a source to blame.

The Jews were major beneficiaries of modernity.
Emancipation had suddenly introduced them into the public
and civic arenas.  Jews could increasingly achieve employment
and even prominence in professions and trades from which
they had previously been systematically excluded.  The
tradit ional roles of Jews in finance and banking, which had
alternately endeared them to and alienated them from
Christian society, provided vital and lucrative skil ls in a world
moving toward capitalism.

All of this made the Jews handy scapegoats for the dislocations
wrought by the advent of an era of great, oft-disruptive change.  

!   Play th is video segment unti l ÒÉth at th ey disliked in th e
modern world.Ó

Review and Discussion Questions

¥  How much anecdotal truth was there to the accusations
against the Jews?

¥  Is racial anti-Semitism stil l deployed?  If so, by whom? 

      Western Europe, Anti -Semi ti sm

Video > Roads fro m th e Ghetto  >
Western Europe > Anti -Semi ti sm

V
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Video:  Show 6: Western Europe, Dreyfus Affair

The Dreyfus trial betrayed the profound anti-Semitism in even
the most liberal of European nations. To Theodor Herzl, a
Jewish Austrian journalist, it  provided proof that all of Europe
would soon become a death-camp for the Jews.  In anguished
and prescient revelation, he realized that only a Jewish
homeland could provide a haven for his kinsmen. 

!   Play th is video segment past ÒÉ. cried down as strangers,Ó
allowing th e video to  play unti l th e profi le-photo  of Herzl .

Review and Discussion Questions

¥  Never before had anyone responded to anti-Semitism in
quite this way.  Why would such a Zionist fire have burned
within him?

¥  What was new about the social setting that might have
forced Herzl to formulate the problem and proposed
solution in the way he did?

¥  Herzl recorded that his Zionist program and vision of a
Jewish State emerged in a f lash.  What other great
movements ÒexplodedÓ rather than evolved? 

Pointers to the Next Session:

While Jews in western and central Europe were wrestling with
the opportunit ies and challenges of EuropeÕs fitful embrace of
Emancipation through the nineteenth century, a very different
picture emerged in eastern Europe.  Enlightenment ideals were
stil l far off and largely unknown.

Czarist Russia lagged far behind Europe in its treatment of
Jews, and a Russian Jewish Haskalah was nearly a century
behind that of Europe.

In our next session, we will explore the situation of Jews in
Russia and other eastern lands.  What went on there in the
nineteenth century was to change radically the Jewish world
and western civil ization in the twentieth century, because in
the tumult and persecutions of Eastern Europe and Russia, the
seeds of a movement called Zionism were planted.

      Western Europe, Dreyfu s Af fa ir

Video > Roads fro m th e Ghetto  >
Western Europe > Dreyfu s Af fa ir
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