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This article begins with a new historical conceptualization of the 
academic research done in the field of European Haskalah studies during 
the last century. The founding scholarly paradigm of the field, reigning 
until the mid-1980s, advanced various versions of the secularization 
thesis, underscoring the abrogation or subtraction of religion as a crucial 
aspect of the movement ‘out of the Shtetl’ (e.g. Jacob Katz). Ascribing 
an emphatic (if not mystified) view of modernity to the maskilim, this 
paradigm constructs the maskilim’s relationship to Europe in hierarchical 
terms. It suggests that the maskilim saw European modernity as regulating 
their own vision of Jewish renewal. The article proceeds to elaborate 
alternative views of Jewish enlightenment which emerged as critique of the 
founding paradigm. The second paradigm of the Haskalah was advanced 
by scholars such as David Sorkin and Shmuel Feiner. This paradigm was 
influenced by moderate general theories of modernity (Charles Taylor and 
Jürgen Habermas). Turning the Haskalah into a consequence, rather than 
an agent of modernity and modernization, these scholars defined it as an 
internal Jewish process of intellectual renewal. According to this second 
paradigm, the maskilim sought not only integration into modern Europe, 
but also a uniquely Jewish version of modernity and Enlightenment 
based on a new harmony between traditional Jewish texts and the 
demands posed by philosophical rationalism and modern structure of the 
public sphere. By contrast, the third paradigm promotes irreducibility, 
mutually constitutive dialectic and critique as regulative ideas that both 
articulate and disarticulate the connections between Jewish and European 
Enlightenment. Closely related to the various critiques of modernity, this 
still evolving paradigm emerged a decade and a half ago from a desire to 
investigate and reverse the deep political structure (either hierarchy or 
harmony) that informs the first two paradigms. Rather than hopping on the 
bandwagon of modernity (first paradigm) or creating a compatible Jewish 
version of modernity (second paradigm) the third paradigm explores the 
way by which many maskilim retained Jewish Scriptures as an expression 
of unassimilable particularity (Willi Goetschel).
 The second half of the paper focuses on exploring the rhetorical and 
literary aspects of the third paradigm, noting especially the importance 
of Moses Mendelssohn’s views on ancient Jewish Scriptures and nascent 
modern Hebrew poetry. Viewed as a turning point in the history of Hebrew 
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literary thought, Mendelssohn’s insights on literary matters employ the 
discipline of rhetoric for reversing the medieval poets’ ‘compunctious’ 
attitude towards the realm of poetry and eloquence. Although at times 
apologetic, Mendelssohn’s view of non-philosophical tools (rhetoric, 
midrash, and ‘second intention’), as necessary components of interpreting 
and translating Scripture, must be considered as an affront against the 
philosophical-allegorical tradition of Biblical interpretation. Taking 
Mendelssohn as a point of departure, the article concludes with an attempt 
to draw the basic lineaments of a contrarian tradition in Haskalah literary 
theory which replaces the rationalist (whether medieval or modern) view 
of literature. The alternative is a rhetorical view of literature, which draws 
its critical insights from Renaissance humanism’s critique of philosophy. 
The main factor that inhibited complete assimilation of the Haskalah 
into European Enlightenment was the maskilic stress on the melitsah, the 
rhetorical aspect of modern Hebrew literature, which they considered as 
incompatible with the main tenets of European modernity. Acting against 
the tradition that begins with Maimonides and ends with Krochmal, the 
main exponents of this rhetorical view of literature are Messer Leon, 
Luzzatto, Weseley, Satanov, Brill, Loewisohn and Mapu.


