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Chapter 1

FROM TOLERATED ALIENS
TO CITIZEN-SOLDIERS

Jewish Military Service in the Era of Joseph II

d
Michael K. Silber

The history of Jewish military service is intimately attuned to the rhythms of
emancipation, a sensitive register of its advances and setbacks. With the rise

of modern nationalism, Jewish participation in wars of national liberation be-
came symbolic capital in the struggle to earn a rightful place in the nation.
Whether it was the valiant defense of Warsaw by the doomed Jewish Corps in
1794 under the command of the legendary Berek Joselewicz or the enthusiasm
of the Jewish volunteers who flocked to the banner during the German Wars of
Liberation in the struggle against Napoleon; the loyal service of Jewish National
Guardsmen and soldiers (purportedly “20,000” in number) to the Magyar cause
in 1848 and 1849 (explicitly acknowledged in the prefatory remarks to the law
emancipating Jews during the waning days of Kossuth’s revolution); or the Jew-
ish insurgents who joined Garibaldi’s red-shirts in 1860, the valor and often the
disproportionate participation of Jewish men at arms were to be repeatedly in-
voked to demonstrate that Jews were no stepsons of the nation, but deserved to
be emancipated and regarded as genuine Poles and Germans, Hungarians and
Italians.1 As a corollary, the military also accurately mirrored the retreat from
emancipation in the twentieth century. The recurring accusations of shirking
and cowardice during World War I; the notorious Judenzählung (Jewish count)
in Germany (and in some other countries as well) that sought to ascertain the
percentage of Jews in combat units; the dismissal and exclusion of Jews from the
officer corps during the interwar period in a number of countries; and the rele-
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gation of Jews to mock military labor battalions in World War II Hungary, all
signaled attempts to reverse Jewish emancipation and expel Jews as a body for-
eign to the nation.2

The link between Jewish military service and Jewish integration, however,
predates the rise of modern nationalism, albeit by a scant few years. Not national
membership, but rather the capacity for patriotism and the aptitude for fulfill-
ing the obligations of citizenship were the terms of the initial emancipatory de-
bate. Inclusion in the state rather than in the nation was then at issue. Moreover,
the debate over Jewish military service did not begin in the more familiar con-
text of budding nationalism engendered by the French Revolution, but rather
arose a decade earlier in the framework of the enlightened absolutist state and the
measures initiated by the Emperor Joseph II (1780–1790) in the Habsburg lands.
His reform policies vis-à-vis his Jewish subjects set in motion a many-sided dis-
course that came to encompass Habsburg bureaucrats; men of the enlightenment,
German for the most part, but in time French as well; maskilim, that is, adher-
ents of a Jewish version of the enlightenment, the Haskala; and finally, represen-
tatives of traditional Jewish society. Constrained by considerations of space, what
follows can only touch upon some of the themes of a longer study.3 It will be my
contention here that the debate over Jewish military service as it evolved over the
decade of the 1780s illustrates well the shift away from the time-honored notion
(cherished by Jew and non-Jew alike) that Jews were merely tolerated aliens, to a
perception that Jews were equal citizens with rights and obligations.4 Moreover,
I argue that the dynamics of this historical process can only be fully grasped if
one recognizes that it was driven by the interaction between the state and the
public sphere in its enlightened, maskilic and traditional variations. And since
the public discourse on Jewish military service most often transcended borders,
the strategy of this analysis, while focusing on the policies of the Habsburg state,
has been to adjust its scale of inquiry to transnational parameters.

“The most serious reason for asserting that Jews cannot obtain equal rights
with the rest of the citizens,” wrote the Prussian Aufklärer and bureaucrat Chris-
tian Wilhelm Dohm in his Ueber die bürgerliche Verbesserung der Juden, the sem-
inal treatise that inaugurated the debate over Jewish integration in 1781, “is the
belief that Jews are prohibited by their religion from serving in the army.…
[T]hey should not ask for equal rights in a society which they decline to defend
in need.”5 In the decades to come, the demand to compromise religious practices
for the sake of fulfilling obligations to the state was to create a severe challenge
for observant Jews. But military service also posed a cluster of problems that
went beyond the question of religious compatibility with patriotic duty. In ef-
fect, it came to epitomize the general demand for “the physical, moral and po-
litical regeneration of the Jews” (the title of a key treatise to which we will
return), a process that even the most sympathetic advocates of the Jewish cause
felt was a necessary prerequisite to successful integration.6 The Jewish soldier, 
as we shall see, came to represent the very embodiment of the problematic of
emancipation. 
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The history of Jewish military conscription during Joseph II’s reign can be
conveniently divided into three stages: during the first two years of intensive de-
bate over Jewish integration sparked off by Dohm’s pamphlet and Joseph’s Edict
of Toleration—from the summer of 1781 until 1783—almost every major state-
ment for or against the Jewish integration raised the question of the possibility
and desirability of Jewish army service. Characteristic of this period was that nei-
ther the state nor traditional Jewish society played any part in the theoretical dis-
cussions that ranged over the psychological, physiological, and historical aspects
of Jewish military service, as well as whether such service was permitted by Jew-
ish law, the halakha. The debates were conducted by publicists in Austria and
Germany—enlightened Gentiles for the most part, although some maskilim (fol-
lowers of the Haskala, the Jewish variant of the Aufklärung), notably the famous
philosopher Moses Mendelssohn, also participated. The second phase, from the
summer of 1787 to the summer of 1788, involved deliberations within the Habs-
burg state and military bureaucracy over the feasibility of army service for the
Jews.7 Many of the issues that had been raised five or six years earlier were now
hammered out between the Emperor, the Chancellery, and the War Council, this
time with very practical results. First the Jews of Galicia, then of other Habsburg
lands were called upon to provide Jewish recruits for the army. The third period,
from the summer of 1788 extending into Leopold II’s reign until the end of
1790, was more complicated: the traditional Jewish sector declared its opposi-
tion to military service through circulars to other Jewish communities, and peti-
tions to the emperor. For the first time there were maskilim who openly clashed
with the traditional leadership over this issue, while enlightened Gentile public
opinion quickly closed ranks and stood squarely behind the measure. Surpris-
ingly, however, some maskilim expressed sharp reservations on the desirability
and fairness of Jewish army service. The first decade of the controversy sur-
rounding the military conscription of the Jews revealed a complex interplay be-
tween enlightened absolutism, the public sphere, the Haskala, and traditional
Jewish society.

In the autumn of 1781, Joseph II issued a number of far-reaching decrees,
among them the emancipation of the serfs and several Edicts of Toleration for
his non-Catholic subjects, Christians and Jews alike. Each of the provinces where
major Jewish populations were to be found received its own version of a Jewish
Toleranzpatent suited to local conditions. Altogether, eight such edicts were de-
creed during Joseph’s reign.8 In general, the Toleranzpatent removed many of the
restrictions on Jewish economic activities, allowing Jews to engage in all branches
of commerce and the handicrafts, and encouraged Jews to obtain secular, German
education. Although initially Jewish military service received only passing men-
tion in the internal deliberations of the Habsburg state bureaucracy,9 clearly it
was the news of Joseph’s legislation that sparked off controversy over the issue
both in the Habsburg lands and in the German states. Preceded by several pam-
phlets in Vienna and Prague,10 it was, nevertheless, the threefold exchange between
Christian Wilhelm Dohm, Johann David Michaelis, and Moses Mendelssohn
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that provided the most interesting statements. That Dohm was serving at the
time as a Prussian bureaucrat on the War Council and Michaelis was a famous
Göttingen theologian and orientalist who had specialized in the history of bibli-
cal law made for an unusually informed debate.

Could Jews be expected to discharge the duties incumbent upon them as cit-
izens? Did their religion necessarily conflict with service in the army? Could 
Judaism be made to accommodate the demands of the state? These were the
questions raised by Dohm in 1781 in his famous treatise on the civic improve-
ment of the Jews. Improvement was the key concept, with a double-edged mes-
sage: the state should ameliorate the political and legal position of the Jews by
eliminating the discriminatory legislation of centuries. The newly created eco-
nomic and cultural opportunities would in time transform and regenerate the
Jews, for in their present state they were a corrupted and twisted people much in
need of cultural, moral, and spiritual improvement. In general, Dohm came
close to advocating civic, even political equality for the Jews. But in the closing
pages of his pamphlet he conceded that if the Jewish religion placed insur-
mountable obstacles in the path of military service, then withholding legal equal-
ity would be perfectly understandable and justified. Two years later, in the
second volume of his work, Dohm devoted an entire chapter to this question,
and went even further: if their religion prevented Jews from military service, then
the state should either impose a quota restricting the size of the Jewish popula-
tion or expel the Jews from the country altogether.11 “Everything depends on
whether or not the following is correct,” wrote Dohm, “that service by Jews in
the army is prohibited by their religion.”12

The primary obstacle was not that Judaism preached pacifism, as did some
Christian sects, but rather the violation of the sanctity of the Sabbath by fight-
ing on that day. Both Mosaic law and the evidence of ancient history, he argued,
demonstrated that whether in possession of their own kingdom or after the loss
of their sovereignty, Jews acquitted themselves honorably on the battlefield even
on the Sabbath and “fulfilled their duty as citizens.” Jewish religious law was no
obstacle to military service, Dohm argued. On the contrary, “a great Jewish
scholar” had assured him that military service was as permissible in the present
as it had been in ancient times. Dohm’s proof text was the Code of Maimonides,
The Laws of the Shabbat, 2:23–25, which emphasized the duty to participate in
defense of a besieged city on the Sabbath even if only one life was threatened.
Later, Dohm would point to two oft-cited contemporary instances that but-
tressed his case: participation of Jews in the militia in Surinam, and the “dispen-
sation” of the rabbi of Amsterdam in 1781 that permitted Jews to fight on the
Sabbath in the battle between the Dutch and English fleets.13

However, all this was in theory. In practice, Dohm was compelled to concede
that for the moment, German Jews were physically and morally ill-prepared to
serve in the military. It would take several generations of improved treatment by
the state before Jews would eventually emerge regenerated and then, returning to
the “nobler and freer spirit” of the ancient Mosaic religion, “reform their reli-
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gious laws and regulations according to the demands of society.” And although
until that time Jews could not possibly enjoy full political equality, there was no
reason why the state could not treat them as useful members of society, much the
same as the Quakers and other pacifist sects. Their military obligations could be
fulfilled by hired substitutes, for which Jews would have to pay quite justly a spe-
cial tax. While it was true that military service since ancient times had been the
touchstone of true citizenship and patriotism, the nature of modern armies and
warfare, Dohm argued, had changed all that. “In our times wars are not con-
ducted by armies of patriotic citizens fighting for freedom and country, but by
hired mercenaries in whom skilled performance, strict subordination and a
slowly developing feeling of professional honor take the place of patriotic zeal.…
So it is for our governments in most cases a matter of indifference whether the
subject serves in the army in person or pays a sum of money, for which in many
cases stronger and better skilled fighters than they can be hired.”14

How striking that these views on the nature of modern soldiering—expressed
by a Prussian war councilor, no less!—were to prove obsolete almost overnight.
Not only were they contradicted by the appearance of citizen armies in revolu-
tionary France a decade later, but even earlier, they were challenged by measures
taken by Joseph II, and precisely, as we shall see, in the context of Jewish mili-
tary service. 

Michaelis, a prominent professor of Biblical and Oriental studies at Göttin-
gen, agreed that military service was indeed the decisive issue that should deter-
mine whether Jews deserved equality, but he did not share Dohm’s lukewarm
optimism. “Jews will not contribute soldiers to the state as long as they do not
change their religious views.” For the present, he felt that the obstacles posed by
the Jewish religion were insurmountable. In consequence of their belief in the
messianic restoration of Israel to their land, Jews would always consider them-
selves a transient alien nation, and therefore were incapable of possessing patri-
otic sentiment. As to the Jewish legal proof of “the great Jewish scholar,”
Michaelis scornfully dismissed it: Maimonides had permitted Jews to wage only
a defensive war. In any other category of warfare, he noted, “Jews will not fight
on the Sabbath, for they are forbidden to do so if not attacked.” Not only ob-
servance of the Sabbath and the innumerable holidays and fast days, but also
their special diet would pose problems. “As long as they observe the laws about
kosher and non-kosher food it will be almost impossible to integrate them into
our ranks.” And even if this could be solved by creating separate Jewish units, yet
another problem would pose an insurmountable obstacle: “the oath of the Jews
is one of the most complicated matters in the world.” In any case, he concluded
maliciously, Jews as a race were much too short to meet the criteria of modern
European armies!15

Moses Mendelssohn—no doubt Dohm’s “great Jewish scholar” and perhaps
the butt of Michaelis’s jab on short Jews—did not address himself to the concrete
halakhic (Jewish legal) issues, but offered instead a coldly dispassionate and rather
cynical observation on the pragmatic nature of men in general. “When personal
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convictions conflict with the laws it is up to the individual to resolve this prob-
lem on his own. If then the fatherland is to be defended, everybody who is called
upon to do so must comply. In such cases, men usually know how to modify
their convictions and to adjust them to their civic duty. One merely has to avoid
excessively emphasizing the conflict between the two.” Of the three Aufklärer,
Mendelssohn alone remained unperturbed by the religious problems arising out
of Jewish military service, yet it is worth noting that he envisaged such a possi-
bility only in the distant future. “In a few centuries, the problem will disappear
or be forgotten.” Like Dohm, he anticipated that in practice it would take a long
time before Jewish society would learn to adjust to the new realities, but he did
not doubt that time would gradually erode religious objections. “In this way,” he
concluded wrily, “Christians have neglected the doctrines of their founders and
have become conquerors, oppressors and slave-traders, and in this way, Jews too
could be made fit for military service. But it is obvious that they will have to be
of the proper height, as Herr Michaelis wisely reminds us, unless,” he added mis-
chievously, “they are merely to be used against hostile pygmies and fellow Jews.”16

The leisurely evolution envisaged by Mendelssohn and Dohm was not to be.
Not centuries, but a scant few years were to pass before Mendelssohn’s prediction
was put to test. In August 1787, the governor of Galicia, Count Brigido, pre-
sented a proposal for a comprehensive legislation that would determine the sta-
tus of the Jews under his authority. This Edict of Toleration for the Jews of
Galicia was to be much more far-reaching than any of Joseph’s previous reforms.
Among the many paragraphs of Brigido’s proposal was one suggesting the con-
scription of Jews into the transport corps. On February 18, 1788, the Emperor
ordered the Jews of Galicia to be recruited as drivers in the service corps and the
artillery. (Jews had long served as army suppliers, and the cart driver was a fa-
miliar Jewish profession.) They were to begin serving immediately in the war
that had just broken out with the Turks.17

The War Council was taken aback. Not only had it not been consulted on this
decision, but already three years earlier it had expressed its negative views on Jew-
ish military service. When in 1785 the Chancellery had proposed that Jews be
inducted into the transport corps, the War Council had declined on the grounds
that the newly created corps was a regular part of the army since 1782, and thus
had no place for Jews. The Council, however, had no objection to hiring Jewish
civilians on a contractual basis.18 Now in 1788, Field Marshal Hadik, the presi-
dent of the War Council, pointed to the needless difficulties that Sabbath obser-
vance and Jewish dietary laws would pose, to both the army and the Jews. The
Court Chancellery, however, remained unconvinced. The problems of religious
observance could be solved by setting up small groups of separate Jewish Kam-
eradschaften where Jews would be able to cook and worship together, as well as
by encouraging commanders to exercise sensitivity and discretion when assign-
ing Jews to do work on the Sabbath. Jewish religion and army life need not clash:
as ancient history illustrated, it was precisely in the era when Jews were most true
to their laws that they gained renown as a martial and often victorious people.
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Undaunted, the War Council once again marshaled its arguments against con-
scripting the Jews. Ancient history was not relevant to present-day realities. Be-
sides, conscripting Jews would run counter to the emperor’s policy of religious
toleration, for in the army they would unavoidably be coerced into violating
their Sabbath and their dietary laws. In any case, Hadik concluded, there was no
shortage of manpower; there were more than enough recruits available for trans-
port. Perhaps it would be better to reconsider and suspend Jewish conscription
for the duration of the war and once peace returned, to think of creating a sep-
arate Jewish corps.19

The emperor was not moved. There could be no question that Jews would
have to serve in the army. In order to satisfy their religious needs, however, they
were to be assigned exclusively to the transport corps and be allowed to set up
separate Kameradschaften for cooking. As for work on the Sabbath, Joseph was
adamant. They were to be treated exactly like Christians. Jews would not be ex-
empt on Saturdays from carrying out those duties that Christians were obligated
to perform on Sundays. On June 4, 1788, Joseph issued a court decree extend-
ing military conscription of Jews to all of his provinces.20

It is clear from this exchange that in his insistence that Jews be obligated to
serve in the army, Joseph was not prompted by utilitarian calculations, a charge
that is often leveled at the emperor by Jewish historians. It was precisely prag-
matic considerations that had led the military establishment to argue that the
gain in Jewish manpower would be more than offset by the logistic headaches
bound to be caused by Jewish religious observance. The contrast between Joseph’s
uncompromising views and that of the more pliant and pragmatic War Council
(or for that matter another war councilor, the Prussian Dohm) was further high-
lighted in the coming days. On July 10, Galician Jewry submitted a petition to
the emperor requesting that Jews be exempt from military obligation altogether
in light of the hardships army life would pose to religious observance. Invoking
the emperor’s stated policy of religious toleration, they further suggested that
Jews, if not exempt from the obligation altogether, be at least able to provide sub-
stitutes or a redemption fee. Experienced mercenaries could be hired instead.21

Joseph sharply rejected the War Council’s rather self-congratulatory recommen-
dation that the petition be granted and this despite the fact that it ran counter
to the Council’s overall recruiting policy. Joseph would have none of this. He
stood firm and closed the matter in his resolution on August 19, 1788, dashing
all hopes of exemption or substitution. In a passage that was to recur in several
pieces of subsequent legislation, he stated: “Without any further considerations,
the Jew as a man and as a fellow-citizen [Mitbürger] will perform the same ser-
vice that everyone else is obligated to do. His religion will not suffer thereby. He
will be free to eat what he will and will be required to work only on that which is
necessary during the Sabbath, much the same as Christians are obligated to per-
form on Sundays.”22 Whereas Dohm, we may recall, saw no real obstacle to Jews
fulfilling their obligations to the state by providing mercenary substitutes, Joseph
insisted that despite their questionable utility, “the Jew as a man and a fellow-
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citizen” had duties that could not be palmed off, duties that he was obligated to
perform in person. 

Again in contrast to the War Council, Joseph and apparently the more enlight-
ened elements of his Chancellery did not seem overly concerned over the poten-
tial clash between the Jew’s religion and his obligation to the state. Entirely absent
from the discussion was the halakhic problem that had so troubled Michaelis and
Dohm, whether it was permissible to wage an offensive war on the Sabbath. The
problem posed by army life to religious Jews was one not so much of principle,
as of inhospitable social and cultural environment, and here Joseph was clearly
impatient with the overly cautious attitude of the War Council. Jewish objec-
tions were not to be indulged; in time, as they would become more enlightened
and free of their ancient prejudices, their attitudes to military service would also
change. In practice, the Josephinian state was remarkably sensitive to the specific
needs of the Jewish recruit. In 1788, for instance, the army provided Jewish sol-
diers separate uniforms free of shatnez, that is, the mix of fibers prohibited by
Jewish law. But Josephinian sensitivity had its limits. The War Council’s sugges-
tion that Jews be concentrated in separate Jewish regiments was rejected, and
even maintaining the separate Kameradschaften was often impossible in wartime.
Jewish soldiers would usually purchase kosher food from nearby Jewish commu-
nities, but this was impracticable when Jews were stationed in locations far from
Jewish settlements.23

In response to the objections of Galician Jewry to personal military service,
Joseph and the Chancellery adopted a measure that was truly pioneering, and
marked an important advance toward Jewish integration. In their petition to the
emperor, the Galician deputation had argued that the Jewish soldier was denied
a fair deal, because in the army no matter how dedicated or distinguished the ser-
vice, there would be as little opportunity for advancement as in the civil sector.24

Indeed, Marshal Hadik had expressly argued earlier in April that the army’s esprit
de corps and honor would be damaged if Jews, who were excluded in civilian life
from certain advancements, would be promoted to positions of command over
Christian soldiers.25 However, in his recommendation to the emperor a few
months later, Chancellor Kollowrat rejected Galician Jewry’s objections as un-
founded. “Since Your Majesty has graciously granted that Jews like Christians
can be qualified for every public office, it therefore follows that in the military
profession as well, they can look forward to all promotions which men of other
faith can claim to merit.”26 Here the chancellor seemed to echo what Joseph had
already decreed for non-Catholics in the 1781 Edict of Toleration: “The sole cri-
teria in all choices or appointments to official posts are—as has long been the
case in Our army, without the least difficulty and with great benefit—to be the
candidate’s integrity and competence, and also his Christian and moral way of
life; difference of religion is to be disregarded.”27 Thus it was the discussions over
Jewish military service and promotion to positions of authority over Christians
that led to questions of citizenship and to notions of some sort of equality. Were
Jews commissioned as officers during Joseph’s reign? Perhaps, if we are to believe
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a newspaper correspondent from Frankfurt am Main who reported that already in
1788 Prince von Hohenlohe had promoted a Jew in his Szekler Hussars to Wach-
meister, sergeant. “Two others who had already served as noncommissioned officers
[Unteroffiziere], were promoted to lieutenants in the Bukassowich Freikorps.”28

During the initial years of Joseph’s reign, Jewish military service was most
heatedly debated in the public sphere while the matter was noticeably absent
from legislation and bureaucratic deliberations. But by the later part of the decade,
it was the measures adopted by Joseph and the more enlightened of his bureau-
crats that decided the issue once and for all. If before the Galician conscription,
segments of enlightened opinion could still hesitate about the possibility of Jew-
ish army service or view it as a distant prospect, after the spring of 1788 the de-
bate moved on to a different plane. A good illustration of the widespread effect
of the Habsburg legislation is the way it influenced the views of two participants
in the famous essay contest sponsored by the Academy of Metz in France in
1787.29 Zalkind Hourwitz, a member of the more radical Haskala, weighed the
possibility of military service, but then dismissed it because the numerous Tal-
mudic prohibitions on working, traveling, riding, etc. on the Sabbath, along
with other severities “rendered the Jews absolutely incapable of military service
in the field.” He added, however, that they might participate in the militia for
the internal defense of the kingdom. On Saturdays, Christians would take their
place, while Jews would mount guard on Sundays as was the practice in Surinam
and other Dutch colonies.30 Interestingly, although Hourwitz was familiar with
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the Dohm-Michaelis-Mendelssohn exchange, he tended toward the cautious and
skeptical assessment of Dohm. It is inconceivable, however, that Hourwitz would
have taken this tack after the Galician draft had become a fait accompli. Another
participant of the Metz contest, the Abbé Grégoire, also recalled some of Mi-
chaelis and Dohm’s arguments for and against conscription. Unlike Hourwitz,
however, he was already acquainted with the measures taken by Joseph II; more-
over he knew that “the Jewish journalists of Berlin” had of late allayed the fears
of their brethren concerning violations of the Sabbath.31 As a result of Joseph’s
legislation, theory was now put into practice and many of the points that had
previously occasioned fierce debate now no longer seemed to pose problems, and
were laid to rest. Other issues, however, now loomed large.

The general Jewish public greeted news of the draft with general consterna-
tion. “There was a great mourning among the Jews,” wrote representatives of
Galician Jewry to Mantua, “public fasting, weeping and wailing.… Many of our
people fled to the uninhabited wilderness.”32 In 1788 and in the following years,
many young Jews took to hiding in the forests and other desolate areas. Others
crossed the border to still independent parts of Poland, or after 1790, to Hun-
gary, where Jews managed to regain their exemption. Flight in the Stanislau dis-
trict was so massive that it prompted one hostile official to express the guarded
hope that Galicia would soon be rid of its Jews.33 “In every city of the empire
where Jews live, they resist the imperial decree,” wrote the German maskil Saul
Ascher not entirely without sympathy.34 In one celebrated instance the resistance
took a violent turn as Jews armed with clubs confronted a press gang in Brody.
It took armed troops hastily rushed from Lemberg/Lwów to put down this spon-
taneous insurrection.35

“There is no denying that this decree has instilled in the people an extraordi-
nary dread and despair,” wrote the enlightened anonymous “rabbi of Gradiska.”
The army was undeniably a disagreeable place. Military life was fraught with
hardship, long years of service, unpleasant conditions, all in the company of the
“lowest masses” of Gentile society. Unfortunately, the rabbi lamented, Jews could
expect only crass prejudice from their fellow recruits, and worse, the petty
tyranny of the NCOs who handled Jews with “inhuman religious hate.”36

It was, however, the overriding fear that army life was inimical to religious ob-
servance that formed the primary objection of traditional Jews. “You must be
well aware that those Jews who will be called on to serve in the army will in time
forget God’s Torah,” despaired the circular of Galician Jewish deputies. “For who
will feed them kosher food? They will have to desecrate the Sabbath, neglect
prayers and God’s Torah and other commandments. They will mix with the
Gentiles and learn their ways, one Jew among a thousand Gentiles. This con-
cerns the uprooting of our faith and God forbid apostasy!”37 The circular, which
was sent in the summer of 1788 to the Italian Jewish communities (and pre-
sumably others elsewhere as well) to mobilize their support at court, also seemed
to hint that Jews could legitimately claim exemption from the army, at least from
their own strictly halakhic viewpoint. “God made us faint of heart!” wailed the
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deputies, possibly an oblique invocation of a category that was indeed spared
military service by Jewish law—cowards.

It was clear that the fears of the traditional leadership focused not on any ha-
lakhic violation of fighting an offensive war on the Sabbath, but rather on the so-
ciology of religious life in the army. As those maskilim who were in favor of the
army service pointed out, the halakha provided a broad leeway so that even the
violation of the Sabbath and kashrut laws could be permitted under mitigating
circumstances.38 Indeed, the deputies of Galician Jewry, both in their petition to
the emperor and in their circular to the Jewish communities silently conceded
these points and avoided emphasizing the strictly legal issues. 

Although halakhically permissible, it was nevertheless, clearly undesirable to
have a large number of impressionable young men lead a life of religious devi-
ance over an extended period in spite of the religious sanction—or perhaps be-
cause of it. The fears of the traditional leadership focused on the lack of time and
resources to fulfill basic religious requirements; the imposed uniformity and hi-
erarchy of the military; the pressure of peers so typical of army life; the exposure
and close contact with non-Jews—at times their friendship, more often their an-
tagonism and ridicule. All this could wear down the resolution of the most dedi-
cated pious recruit. Indeed, as news of the first draft spread, it became clear that
many young soldiers were confused when for the first time in their lives they
were exposed to a nonobservant lifestyle. In his chronicle of these years, Abra-
ham Trebitsch was to recall the contingent of young recruits from upper Moravia
who passed through his hometown, Nikolsburg/Mikulov, in the summer of
1788. “Among them were those who ate non-kosher food.… They ate leavened
food on Passover and drank Gentile wine. They do not observe the Sabbath.…”
Later, at the beginning of 1789, conscription began in his community as well,
and the young, impressionable soldiers were told to take this principle to heart:
“If one is coerced into sin, God forgives, but this should provide no excuse for will-
ful transgression.”39 Many feared that the experience of these young men would
not be confined to the army, that upon returning home, they and perhaps others
would be unable to retain the halakhic distinction of army versus civilian life. 

The maskilim who favored the Emperor’s move found ready answers to allay
these fears. For the first time, during the summer of 1788, the idea was mooted to
convene an assembly of lay and rabbinic leaders who would decide authoritatively
how to reconcile Jewish religion with the demands of the state. This, the maskilim
argued, would give firm guidelines to Jews both in the army and in civilian life,
as well as reassure the state that Judaism posed no conflict to a citizen’s duties.40

There were, however, maskilim who felt uneasy with Joseph’s conscription of
the Jews. Elia Morpurgo, Saul Ascher, and Mendel Lefin all expressed reservations
about the measure, whether because of the severity and brutality with which re-
cruitment was carried out, or because of the humiliation that service in the trans-
port corps implied, or simply because as long as Jews remained discriminated
against and were not equal citizens, there was no justice in obligating them to
fulfill a citizen’s duties.41
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The Galician Judenpatent of 1789, however, changed all this. Jews were now
granted “equality.” They could participate in elections, and even be elected to
public office.42 Now that they were permitted to volunteer for combat units and
apparently could be promoted to officer rank, whatever objections the Haskala
camp may have had all but disappeared. Indeed, the lines were clearly drawn in
Prague when the government contemplated extending the Galician decree to Bo-
hemia. The conservative faction was willing to forego the promise of equality
and, after Joseph II’s death, petitioned Emperor Leopold to revoke military con-
scription and reinstate traditional communal autonomy and the rabbinical
courts.43 The maskilim, on the other hand, urged the state to ignore the conser-
vative petition and presented a long brief arguing the permissibility, even the ob-
ligation of Jews to serve in the army.44 This clash in the Habsburg realm
paralleled similar debates taking place between conservatives and progressives in
France during those very months on the desirability of citizenship with its new
rights and obligations versus a return to the traditional communal autonomy
and corporative privileges enjoyed by tolerated aliens.45 In the Habsburg Monar-
chy, it was military service as a civic obligation that gave rise to a complex dis-
course on Jewish equality and the price of citizenship, one that came to envisage
the transformation of the alien “Jewish nation” into citizen-soldiers even before
the outbreak of the French Revolution.

Military conscription affected a higher percentage of Jews in the Habsburg em-
pire during this period than in Russia during the notorious reign of Nicholas I.
Warfare interrupted intermittently by a few years of uneasy peace marked the pe-
riod between 1788 and 1815. Aside from France, and Prussia toward the very
end of the war, only the Habsburg Monarchy conscripted Jews during these
decades. As early as 1803, one Galician bureaucrat estimated that more than
15,000 Jews had served under the Austrian flag during the French Wars. In the
first decade of the nineteenth century, about 1,400 Jews were being recruited an-
nually in peacetime, and considerably more when war was waged. Of the half-
million men recruited in 1814, we can place the number of Jews at somewhere
between 15,000 and 19,000. Indeed, this was close to the figure of 17,000 Jew-
ish soldiers that an Austrian publicist had calculated was serving in 1809 alone.
Thus, the claim made in 1821 by Viennese Jewry that altogether 35,000 Jewish
soldiers had served in the quarter of a century of warfare with the French does
not seem exaggerated.46

After years of service, many returned to their communities alienated from re-
ligious practice. Soldiers rapidly acquired unsavory reputations. Later rabbinic
literature is replete with negative assessments of their dubious moral and reli-
gious character. In anticipation, the leaders of the Jewish community often tried
to select the recruits from the more marginal elements of the community. Nev-
ertheless, it should be noted that the Habsburg conscription did not bring about
a crisis in Jewish leadership that the cantonist edicts in Russia were to generate
two generations later.47 To a large extent this can be attributed to the fact that men
under eighteen were seldom drafted, and if they were, the practice ran counter
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to army regulations. Moreover, this was a period of constant warfare when a con-
siderable part of the Christian population was called to arms. Despite the fact that
in the popular Jewish mind military conscription was perceived as a gezerah—a
cruel decree—the harshness of the measure was perhaps mitigated by the tacit
acknowledgement that Jews were not being singled out for discrimination. Basi-
cally they were treated justly, placed on a footing as equal as one could attain in
a society that still preserved class and estate distinctions. 

A new sense of patriotism swept the Jewish communities in the last third of
the eighteenth century, a growing identification with the monarch, the state, and
the inhabitants of the land. A certain shift in political culture was discernable
even in the traditional establishment.48 While not all aspects of Joseph II’s reforms
were universally appreciated, nevertheless, the logic of citizenship with its rights
and obligations became increasingly internalized. During the reigns of his succes-
sors there was a retreat from the ambitious vision of Joseph II. His nephew Fran-
cis, who ascended to the throne in 1793, eventually decreed a much-truncated
version of the Galician Judenpatent for his Bohemian lands in 1797, a piece of
legislation that well illustrates the contradictions between leftover liberal rheto-
ric and increasingly reactionary measures that became the hallmark of Habsburg
policy toward the Jews in the early nineteenth century.49 Nowhere were these 
inconsistencies felt more than in the demand that Jews fulfill their duties as 
citizen-soldiers while continuing to suffer old disabilities. In 1810, the leaders of
Hungarian Jewry presented a petition requesting that the Toleration Tax be abol-
ished. “In the past, the Toleration Tax meant exemption from military service.
From this exemption one concluded that the Jew, therefore, was not regarded as
a native because he did not defend the country and was excluded from the rights
of a citizen [Bürger].… For almost twenty years now this nation [Nazion] is no
longer exempt from this obligation; the Jew must now spill his blood as well as
the Christian in the defense of the fatherland. In most European states the con-
sequence that one draws from this circumstance is that once Jews fulfill the ob-
ligations of a citizen, they should be invested with the rights of the citizen.”50

The petitioners pleaded to no avail. Well over a generation was to pass until the
Toleration Tax was abolished in 1846, on the eve of the 1848/1849 revolutions.
Then, a renewed attempt was made to realize the unfulfilled promise of integra-
tion in return for military service, but under much changed circumstances. This
time what was at stake was not citizenship under the enlightened absolutism of
Joseph II, but rather membership in the awakening nation.
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