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THE PROCESS OF ENLIGHTENMENT
Moshe Pelli

University of Central Florida
Orlando, Florida

An interesting phenomenon typifies the development of Hebrew Enlight-
enment Literature (Haskalah). Its advancement delineation is said not to
have progressed in a linear fashion, but rather in a spiral way. That is to
say, that although the process of enlightenment (hitmaskelut) progresses,
it also tends, at some point, to regress.

The study argues that despite such progression and regression, the over-
all movement, nevertheless, is one of progress. The author hypothesizes
that the process of enlightenment which individual Maskilim (enlightened
Hebraists) underwent in early Haskalah is, at times, similar to the process
experienced by their latter-day comrades-in-arms, namely, Maskilim in the
second or third period of Hebrew Haskalah in Galicia and in Russia, respec-
tively.

The author then delineates the typical stages in the process of hitmaskelut
of an individual Maskil. It tends to begin with a rationalization of Judaism
under the influence of medieval Jewish philosophers, especially Maimonides.
It is followed by an attempt to reconcile Judaism and Haskalah. There
are tantalizing soul-searching and inner struggles. The climax of this stage
is epitomized by an outright rebellion against the orthodox tradition vener-
ated by one’s elders. This stage may be overt or covert; it may be manifested
by an actual, physical detachment from one’s environment: from the family,
the Jewish Shtetle, or the Jewish Kehilah. It may also be a covert stage in
which case, a given Maskil continues to practice traditional Judaism while
in effect rejecting some of its practices.

In the next stage of his hitmaskelut, the Hebrew Maskil concentrates on
broadening his horizons in European Enlightenment as a student or an
autodidact. He may also continue to read Hebrew Haskalah literature, and
may arrive at a maskilic concept of Judaism which supports his initial intui-
tive rebellion against Judaism.

After years of searching and probing, the Hebrew Maskil now despairs
about his current predicament, hanging, as it were, between the two worlds,
and being unhappy about both. At this juncture there is a desperate endeavor
to return to a modernized version of tradition. However, a complete come-
back is impossible, and some compromise is thereby exercised by the given
Maskil.

The paper goes on to support the above delineation through a brief review
of some autobiographical writings such as Ginzburg’s Avi‘ezer and Lilien-
blum’s Hatot Ne‘urim. Furthermore, it relates the hitmaskelut process, as
documented in the autobiographies and as experienced by individual Mas-
kilim, to the actual, historical process of the Haskalah movement in gen-
eral. In addition, a similar process of enlightenment is registered in the fic-
tional works by such writers as Broides’ Hadat Vehahayim and Bradstadter’s
Mordechai Kizowitz. Thus the interconnections are established between
processes experienced by individuals as individuals and processes experienced
by the group and the movement, as well as the literary manifestations of
both in Hebrew fiction.
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