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The Modern Period

authorities. The partitions of Poland between 1772 and 1795, which brought Polish Jews under Russian, Austrian, or Prussian control, did not at first drastically change their way of life.

In comparison to the Jews of the West and the East, the Jewish com​munities of Central Europe (about 420,000)2 were subject to a constrict​ing and complicated body of laws, some of which were the heritage of the later Middle Ages when Jews had been locked into a marginal social position, others of which were formulated by the more centralized state of early modern times. The absolute monarch of the eighteenth century sought to tighten his control of the population in order to enhance the prestige of his state relative to other countries, to strengthen the effective​ness of the civil administration and the army, to increase the wealth of society and the economic resources available to the government. Previ​ously autonomous social groups like the Jews were therefore subject to increasing regulation and supervision. The attitude of most eighteenth- century rulers in Central Europe was that the Jews must be prevented from causing harm to Christians, which would result if Jews could com​pete too freely with them, but that there were certain Jews who could be granted special privileges because of their usefulness. If the state did not bar all settlement by Jews, it limited their residence to ghettos, spe​cific Jewish streets, or even particular Jewish houses. A quota was im​posed on the total number of tolerated Jewish families in a country (the Familiants laws). Tolerated Jews paid special protection taxes. Heavy marriage fees were extracted from those allowed by the government to wed. When Jewish travelers passed through a city or a principality in the course of their business, they had to pay the same body toll (Leibzoll) collected on livestock being moved from place to place. When Jews testified in the general courts, they had to swear by a special oath (more Judaico), worded to emphasize their "untrustworthy" nature. To protect Christianity, Jews were required to sew distinctive signs on their cloaks or wear hats of a special shape, and were prohibited from employing Christian domestic servants or from appearing in the streets during Chris​tian religious processions.

The treatment of those Jews deemed "useful" can be seen in the Jewish charter issued by Frederick II (the Great) of Prussia in 1750. All Jews were divided into four groups: "generally privileged," "regularly pro​tected," "specially protected," and "tolerated." The first were the few who, for extraordinary reasons, were favored with full residence and economic rights. The "regularly protected" Jews could transmit their rights of domicile and occupation only to their oldest son. (An exception was made for a second-born son wealthy enough to establish a new fac​tory.) "Specially protected" was a personal status that no child could inherit; an outstanding Jewish writer might be placed in this category. "Tolerated" Jews were everyone else, including all children of the more
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privileged groups who could not inherit their father's status; Jews in this category were not allowed to marry and could live in Prussia only as long as they were employed by a licensed Jew. The business opportuni​ties of all Jews were carefully defined by Frederick: No Jew could engage in a manual trade where a Christian guild held a recognized mo​nopoly. Commodities that a Jewish merchant could or could not buy and sell were specified in detail. Although taxes were allocated to the Jewish community as a body, its autonomy was severely curtailed: Legal juris​diction of rabbis was limited to marriage, inheritance, and other family matters, and a dissatisfied Jew could appeal from the rabbinical to the general court for a new verdict. The right of Jews to practice their reli​gion was affirmed, but the government banned prayers it considered in​sulting to the Christian faith. The declared aim of Frederick's charter was to promote the well-being of all the inhabitants of the country in a spirit of justice and fairness. Jews were considered Prussian subjects and brought under the paternalistic direction of the government, but they were viewed with contempt and distrust as semialiens who could be expelled if they did not bring benefits to Prussia which no other, Chris​tian, group was able to provide.

In the 1770s and 1780s signs appeared of a change in attitude toward the Jews in Central Europe, a change that led several daring writers to criticize religious intolerance as contrary to the ideals of enlightenment and reason. One of the most eloquent of these defenders of the Jews was the German historian and diplomat Wilhelm Christian Dohm. In 1781 Dohm published an essay entitled "Concerning the Amelioration of the Civil Status of the Jews" in which he argued that the Jews were not a danger to society and that they would become patriotic citizens if the more blatant discriminations were eliminated. Qualities that people ob​jected to in the Jews did not result from their religion as such, Dohm explained, but from the oppressive conditions under which they had been forced by Christianity to live for centuries, conditions that had taught them to be distrustful of Christians and concerned for their own eco​nomic interests rather than those of the state. Dohm (like many other advocates of improvement in the treatment of the Jews) was not totally free of the common stereotype of the Jew and of condescending attitudes, but he defended the sobriety and integrity of Jewry against the usual justifications for the restrictive legislation: People who envy Jews ascribe to fraud what is actually only a consequence of Jewish industriousness; fidelity to Judaism is not just a stubborn rejection of the self-evident truth of Christianity but an admirable adherence to the divine law as Judaism understands it. Dohm also has warm words for Jewish family solidarity and for Jewish willingness to help their poor. He concludes that a wise and benevolent government will abolish those measures that prevent Jews from having close personal contact with Christians andthat make it difficult for them to acquire secular knowledge.
