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’lNTRODUCTION

In recent years we have been witness to an increasing interest in Yiddish
culture. Yiddish has penetrated the list of foreign languages taught in
universities, there are concerts of Yiddish songs, there are theatrical
performances and literary events, and more. What has awakened this
interest? What frend does it reflect, and what does it say about the way
we define our Jewish identity today? Moreover, how can one explain the
fact that a society that spent years negating the Diaspora and anything
it considered to be associated with the Diaspora is adopting and embracing
the very same world that it fried so hard to rejecte This curriculum deals
with these questions mainly through a “voyage" to the shtetls of Eastern
Europe in the second half of the nineteenth century.

In 1912, the writer and thinker S. An-ski sef out with a delegation of
Jewish intellectuals on an anthropological expedition to their native shtetls
in Eastern Europe. At the beginning of the twentieth century, An-ski visited
the shtetls because he sensed that theirs was a vanishing world; his objective
was to document that world. He collected stories, poems, melodies, objects
of Judaica, recipes, and more, with the intention of establishing a Jewish
Museum. This curriculum is a similar sort of voyage to the shtetls, except
that our imaginary journey to the shtetfls and Jewish life there is taking place
after the Holocaust. This is a voyage to an entire world and to a way of life
that was extinguished and blofted out by the Holocaust. In this respect, it
is “a different voyage.” The curriculum atftempts to reconstruct a certain
aspect of life in the shtetl: the way of life of the people who lived there,
the folklore, tradition, and personal dilemmas of the shtetl residents.

The main theme running through this program is the question of identity
and belonging, which is also relevant fo the way we define our Jewish
identity today. In his Recits d'Ellis Island, Georges Perec expresses the
complexity of defining Jewish identity.

“I don’t know exactly what it means
Tobealew ...,

It is not a mark of belonging




It has nothing to do with faith or religion,

Or customs, folklore, or language;

It is closer to quiet, to absence ...

A certainty, full of concern ...

Abstract, heavy, unbearable:

That of the person marked as a Jew,

And as a victim because he is a Jew,

And who owes his life to chance and to exile.

I could have been born, like my cousin ... in Haifa, or in Baltimore
] could have been Argentinian, Australian, English, or Swedish
But out of this almost unlimited range of
Possibilities,

I was deprived of just one thing:

To be born in the land of my forefathers,

In Lubartéw or Warsaw,

And to grow up there in a continuity of tradition,

Of language, of community.

In some way, I am a stranger to something

Inside of me, myself

In some way, [ am “different,” but not different

From others, different from “those like me”: [

Do not speak the language that my parents spoke,

[ do have a part in the memories that they

Could have had ...

| feel not like one who has forgotten,

But like one who has never had the chance to learn;
And in that sense, [ have a different attitude from Robert Bober:
For whom to be a Jew is to continue to adhere

To the tradition, the language, the culture,

The community, that neither centuries of exile nor
The methodical genocide of the Final Solution

Could crush entirely:

To be a Jew, for him, is to receive, in order to pass on
In turn, an entire web of customs, of

Ways of eating, dancing, singing, words, tastes, ways of life ...”
(Recits d'Ellis Island by Georges Perec, 1980, translated from the Hebrew as it appeared in Me'orer, 1, pp. 67-69)
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For Georges Perec, being Jewish does noft signify a feeling of belonging
based on language, tradition, and folklore. For him, being Jewish is expressed
by a feeling of “absence.” That is to say, one of the elements of his identity
is “the vanished world,” what “is not,” its “absence.” As opposed to this,
Robert Bober, whom he mentions in the above extract, defines his identity
by “whatis.” In other words, his identity is based on folklore, tradition, and
the language of the Jewish culture that belonged to the vanished Jewish
world. In practice, our curriculum adheres to Bober's and An-ski's
interpretation of their identity, but it does not invalidate a combination of
the two interpretfations. Thus, in this curriculum we attempt to touch on a
few of the complex issues of Jewish identity as it was then and how it is
relevant to our lives today.

In the shtetls of Eastern Europe Jews struggled not only with their daily
existence but also with questions of identity, both on a personal level and
vis-a-vis Jewish society and non-Jewish society. The documents we present
here—memoirs and photographs—reveal various personal dilemmas and
paint a picture of a vibrant and colorful life. The personal solutions to these
dilemmas involve not only leaving the continuing traditional circle of Jewish
life; some remain within it. The possibilities open to Jews af the end of the
nineteenth century were to remain within the traditional Jewish society or
to follow the spirit of the Haskalah (Jewish enlightenment)—in other words,
to become assimilated, to join a non-Jewish socialist movement, to join
the Bund, which endeavored to preserve cultural Jewish unity, or fo become
a Zionist. To remain within the traditional Jewish circle meant that the tense
relationship between Jewish identity and non-Jewish society would continue.
The curriculum will examine the tension between continuity and tradition,
on the one hand, and change and crisis, on the other.

For most of the memoirists, the shtetl represented their parents’ home
and fthe traditional Jewish life that they had left behind. Consequently it
became an object of nostalgia and guilt feelings for the writers. These
memoirs spread before us a full and vibrant life, not a cold, conservative,
and closed world. The fexts we have chosen reveal uncertainty and a
search for answers. We have divided them into several subcategories




Women and the part they played in the process of change in Jewish society
in the shietl;
Personal conflicts and dilemmas in all areas of life;
- Space (the shtetl as a socio-economically significant geographical area
and emigration from the shtetl to Western Europe and overseas); and
Time as a concept that determined the pattern of daily Jewish life.
The classification by theme is not cut and dried and some of the texts may
be relevant to more than one category. Due to the nature of the activities,
we anficipate that information will be passed from one group fo another,
with the result that all the students will end up with the relevant information.
The students will work in theme groups, which will in turn be divided into
subgroups. Each group will prepare an article or a report for the magazine
A Different Voyage, to be produced by the class. We suggest appointing
an editorial board and a production team from the members of the class.
Open the workshop with the sfory of An-ski's life as described below,
because his biography can be used to tie the students' work together
conceptually and to anchor their work in a historical context. At the end
of the process we will raise questions
concerning the Jewish identfity of the students today.

THE LIFE OF AN-SKI (PEN NAME)

“The lot of any writer is hard—the lot of a Jewish writer in particular. His soul
is torn apart. He lives in two streets with three languages. To live on such
a ‘border’ is a matter of bad luck” (An-ski in a speech he gave in St.
Petersburg to mark 25 years of creative work).

This sentence typifies An-ski's life. Born Solomon Zainwil Rapoport in 1863
in Chashnik, in Vitebsk province, An-ski sfudied in a heder before discovering
Hebrew Haskalah literature af the age of 15.

In this way he learned Hebrew. At the age of 17 he studied Russian
and through Russian literature he discovered socialism. He was caught
trying to distribute Haskalah literature to the students of the Vitebsk yeshiva.
An-ski turned to the Russian people. He lived in Russian villages and tried
to attract the peasants to the socialist struggle. At the same time
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he published stories in the Russian press about peasant life. However, he
always felt that the gap between himself and the peasants was due nof
so much to the fact that he was an intellectual, but mainly tfo the fact that
he was Jewish. At that time, he believed that the solution to anfisemitism
was total assimilation and he even considered converting to Christianity.
He displayed that same romantic longing for full integration and immersion
in the Russian folk culture regarding Jewish folk culture.

The Dreyfus case was to some extent a turning point in his life. He
encountered Jewish socialists, members of the Bund, in Berne, Switzerland,
and adopted their philosophy of combining socialism with the preservation
of Jewish national identity. His belief in the importance of folklore led him
to conduct the first ethnographic expedition to the Pale of Settflement. Its
goal was tfo assemble and catalogue items of folklore. There was a feeling
of urgency among the members of the expedifion: “The older generation
is disappearing and when they go all our treasures of folk art will disappear
forever. We must hurry up and save whatever still remains to be saved.”

An-ski's expedition carried out three seasons of work between 1912 and
1914, during which they conducted their research in some seventy communities
in Volhynia, Podolia, and Kiev province. The expedition collected objects of
artistic and religious value. They collected thousands of popular legends and
songs, which they recorded, customs, rituals, beliefs, old documents, collections
of letters, and more. In 1917, after a great deal of difficulty, the Jewish Museum
in St. Petersburg was opened fo the public. The museum closed in 1918 after
the Bolshevik Revolution. It re-opened in 1923, after An-ski's death, only to
close its doors for the last time in the early 1930s.

It is important fo note that at the end of the 1880s there was an
awakening of interest in folklore among Jewish intellectuals in Eastern
Europe. An-ski believed that the Jewish people had its own folk culture and
was therefore entitled to political rights like other peoples. He believed that
an interest in folklore—and not necessarily religious study—could inspire
feelings of nationhood among the people and that this would strengthen
the educated and assimilated young people’s sense of belonging.

“Time,” said An-ski, “which erodes everything, destroys not only material
historical testimony. It also slowly wipes out the living historical material
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embedded in tradition, customs, memories, old songs, and so forth.
Their natural rate of disappearance has been accelerated by the profound
changes that have taken place in Jewish life in Russia. All that remains of
many facets of what was until very recently daily Jewish life in Russia are
vague images in our people’s memories.”

(from an article by Lukin...}.

TARGET POPULATION
Sixteen-year-olds, tfeachers, and others inferested in the subject.

OBJECTIVES

To learn about Jewish life in the shtetl.

To know the problems that Jews of the shtetl had to deal with at the end
of the nineteenth century.

To assess the options open to the young shtetl Jew.

To understand the problems of Jewish identity then and now.

DURATION OF THE ACTIVITY
3—-6 hours

STUDY MATERIALS

Excerpts from source documents and photographs
Fact sheets

Historical infroduction

Glossary

DESCRIPTION OF THE ACTIVITY

The class will be divided info theme groups. Each group will hand out the
texts to its members. After they have read them they will discuss a general
qguestion. Next, the group will decide what form its work on the subject will
take; for example, an article, an interview, etc. for A Different Voyage. At
the end of the actfivity, the whole class will produce a publication with
features on different aspects of Jewish life in Eastern Europe at the end of
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the nineteenth century. An “editorial board” can be chosen for this purpose.

After the publication has been produced, the facilitator will organize
a discussion for the whole class and bring up questions relating to Jewish
identity at the end of the nineteenth centfury. S/he will also fry to address
questions and dilemmas relating fo identity then and now.

We suggest beginning the discussion with a personal question and from
there to move on to more general questions, and then back again. This is
because the relationship between the individual and society is at the core
of the discussion about our Jewish identity and its meaning.

s What is each person’s Jewish identity? What makes you feel Jewishe

Is religious practice the only requirement, or can it involve a sense of
belonging—where it exists—based on a common culture and tradition@
What is the Holocaust's place—of “"absence'—in our Jewish and American

¢ identfitye

Is there any similarity between the Jews' search for direction and identity
at the end of the nineteenth century and our search for direction today¢
Is the vanished Jewish world important in any way fo our identitye
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‘HISTORICAI. INTRODUCTION

Polish Jewry was for a very long fime—almost a thousand years—an
important segment of the Jewish people. Not only did its numerical weight
keep increasing; the processes and trends that occurred in the community
affected the social and spiritual image of the Jewish people everywhere.

The Jewish masses in Eastern Europe, living in conditions of distress and
discrimination and facing a constant existential threat, created a culture
and lifestyle of which traces remain to this day. The Jewish communities of
Eastern Europe are bound together geographically and historically. Five
hundred years went by from the time when German Jews began to migrate
into the territories of the Polish kingdom, in the fiffeenth century, unftil the
Holocaust, which exterminated the Jewish communities there. Political
borders changed and regions passed from one country to another, but the
Jewish community preserved its cohesion, character, and social sfructure.
It was the largest center of Jewry in the history of the Diaspora until the new
Diaspora in the United States. The Jews lived in Eastern Europe in densely
populated blocs. In 1900, the Jews of Carpatho-Russia constituted sixteen
percent of the entire population of that region; in Lithuania they were
fourteen percent and in Bukovina thirfeen percent, as well as in Belorussia.
In Poland, including eastern Galicia, the proportion of Jews exceeded
twelve percent. The proportion of Jews was higher in the towns.

The shtetl came into existence as part of a process of seftlement and
the infegration of Jews into Eastern European life. Most of the residents of
the shtetls—sometimes all of them—were Jews who provided services to
peasants in the vicinity and dealt in frade; some of them managed the
estates of Polish nobles.

At the end of the eighteenth century, affer three partifions of Poland,
some one-and-a-half million Jews found themselves living in the Russian
Empire. Hundreds of thousands of Jews from Polish Galicia were annexed
tfo Austria. Others came under Prussian rule. The Russians annexed vast
areas of the divided Polish kingdom to the Russian Empire and did not
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permit Jews to disperse throughout Russia. In 1791, the Jewish “Pale of
Seftlement” was established; it lasted unfil the 1917 Revolution. The legislation
conftrolling the Jews, their place of residence, and their occupations actually
helped preserve them.

After Poland was partitioned, the Jews of Galicia found themselves in
the Austrian Empire, which included Bukovina, Transylvania, and some
eastern parts of Hungary. During the second half of the nineteenth century,
all subjects of the Austro-Hungarian empire were granted equal rights.
Emancipation in Galicia did not change the traditional way of life. Most
of the Jews in the eastern part of the empire confinued to live in their shtefls,
speck their own language, and preserve the traditions of their ancestors.

During the ninefeenth century and the first quarter of the twentieth the
number of Jews in Russia and Poland grew, due to natural increase, despite
migration to Western Europe and emigration overseas. However, the internal
distribution of the Jewish population changed. In the middle of the eighteenth
century, about a third of Polish Jewry of that time—a quarter of a million
people—lived in the country. Thereafter, almost all of them were
concentrated in the shtetls and the large towns within the Pale of Setftlement.
This change in the demographic distribution of the Jews of Russia and
Poland came in the wake of the pogroms in southern Russia in 1881 (known
as the “Storms in the South”). This date marks a turning point from many
points of view. It marks the beginning of the Hibbat Zion movement and
aliya to Palestine, as well as the migration of enormous numbers of Jews
to the United States and other countries across the sea. But the structure
of Jewish society also changed. The regulations that barred Jews from
settling in the countryside increased the population density in the shtetls
even more. Tens of thousands of Jews were forced to leave their place of
residence in the rural villages and shtetls and move fo the large tfowns.
Poor neighborhoods were created there, where tens of thousands of Jews
lived without livelihood. Artisans who had eked out a living in the villages
and the shtetls became day laborers in urban factories. A Jewish working
class emerged, followed by rising unemployment and an increasing number
of families with no visible means of support.




In Galicia, at this time, Jews were still living in the countryside and working
the land; some of them were well-to-do estate owners. However, most of
the Jews earned their living from petty commerce. In the last quarter of
the nineteenth century, their economic status started to collapse. Jews
began to migrate to Vienna, the capital of the empire.

Thus the Jewish population of the large towns increased; in Galicia it
came to be concentrated in Lvov and Cracow. Our image of Eastern
European Jewry is of the shtetl—a form unique to the Russian-Polish regime,
which obligated the Jews to live in small concentrations that were neither
village nor town. In the shtetl, Jewish life was preserved in an undiluted
form. But the Jewish shtetl was dying out and most of the Jews became
city dwellers.

In hundreds of shtetls all over Russia, Austria, and Romania, the Jews
lived separately from their neighbors in crowded concentrations where
they were the majority of the population. They spoke their own language
and were answerable to their rabbis and community leaders, even after
the shtetl began its decline. Initially the shtetl had a defined role that was
adapted to the economic structure of contemporary society. In Poland
and neighboring countries, there was no middle class between the nobles
and the peasants. The Jews whose shtetls were in agricultural areas bought
the peasants’ produce and supplied their needs. The tragedy of the shtefl
is that it retained its original structure even after the socio-economic regime
that had brought it into being had changed. The railway brought the town
and country closer together. The noble landowners lost their wealth. Large-
scale commerce developed. Yet the structure of the shtetl remained as
it was; under pressure from the authorifies it retained an economic structure
that had outlived its fime. This threatened Jewish livelihood. Poverty became
the hallmark of shtetl Jewry.

The shtetl’s isolation helped preserve the Jews’ spiritual character and
lifestyle. Cultural centers were far away and they lived in contact with
downtrodden peasants. This relationship posed no cultural challenge to
the Jews and this reinforced their relationships within their community and
their loyalty to Jewish society. In the shtetl, business meant a market stall
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where one could buy the local peasants’ agricultural produce, or perhaps
a narrow shop. There was no industry, only small crafts. Many Jews were
butchers and tailors—butchers because of the laws of kashrut and tailors
because of the prohibition of shatnes (the combination of linen and wool
in a garment). In later years, when they were forbidden o trade or produce
wine and beer, which had provided many with an income, they turned to
tfrades such as shoemaking, carpentry, and watchmaking. These trades
served the Jews well when they migrated from the shtetl to the town or
emigrated abroad. At the end of the ninefeenth century many of the Jews
were living in towns. Some of these, such as Zhitomir and Berdicheyv in the
Ukraine, were small towns with a distinct Jewish flavor; others were industrial
centers, like Lodz and Bialystok in Poland. The concentration of Jews in the
large towns left their mark on the profile of Jewish society. In independent
inter-war Poland (1918-1939), there were about 350,000 Jews in Warsaw
and 200,000 in Lodz. In the towns in the Pale of Settlement the workforce
was by and large employed in Jewish-owned workshops and businesses.
As the number of university-educated Jews rose, they too moved to the
towns. Practitioners of the liberal professions, such as lawyers, doctors,
journalists, and writers, lived in Jewish neighborhoods in the towns; they
gathered around synagogues and Jewish educational institutions, thus
creating a kind of ghetto. In Russia, in the second half of the nineteenth
cenfury, when the Jews began to merge info the larger economy, they
played a part in commerce and industrialization.

At the start of the twentieth century, we see signs of an incipient Jewish
bourgeoisie concentrated chiefly in the major cities, while in the industrial
towns of the Pale of Settlement, where some one million Jews—about
twenty percent of Russian Jewry—were living, there were concentrations
of Jewish workers, most of whom had come from the shtetls. In general,
Jews worked for Jewish capitalists. At the outbreak of the First World War
there were approximately 500,000 Jewish workers in the Russian empire.

In the areas of Poland that were not part of the Russian Empire, the
situation of the Jews was different. Here competition from Polish merchanfts
had pushed the Jews from their trades. The poverty of the Galician shtetls
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was a mafter of concern for Jewish organizations around the world. Until
1900, most commerce was in Jewish hands, but this was no longer the case
after the First World War. After the war, Galicia became part of newly
independent Poland. The right-wing leanings of the Polish government also
made things difficult for the Jews. This gave rise to a wave of infernal migration
across Europe and departure for foreign strands, mainly fo America.

The Hassidic movement arose in the eighteenth century and spread to
and conguered most of Eastern Europe. Hassidism was to a large extent
a buffer against the winds of change. In Lithuania, an opposition movement
(the Mitnaggedim) formed. The batfle between the Hassidim and the
Mitnaggedim turned into a fierce conflict that sometimes went so far as
appeals to the gentile authorities. It was Mithaggedim who took the initiative
to establish a network of yeshivas in the towns and shtefls of Lithuania for
studying Torah and teaching it to the poorer strata. Most were established
in the small shtetls of Lithuania. It is here that we find the archetype of the
perpetual student devoting his life fo the Torah, of the sort described by
Bialik in his poem “Hamatmid.” Towards the middle of the nineteenth
century, these two streams took up their positions against the Haskalah,
which had infiltrated from the west and was rocking the foundations of
traditional Judaism. The Haskalah sought to change Jewish life. In order to
remove the barriers between the Jews and other peoples, its adherents—
the Maskiim—fought against the fraditional ways of life, which, they believed,
prevented the Jews from integrafing into society. The collapse of the
socioeconomic structure of the shtetl and the flow of people towards the
towns helped the Haskalah gain a foothold. Many young people tried to
acquire a secular education by their own efforts. They studied German
and Russian and endeavored to enroll in universities in Russia and abroad.
In this context, the role that women played in disseminating the ideas of
the Haskalah is interesting. In yeshivas foo, students organized and read
secular literature. Although the attempts by the czarist regime to force Jews
to acquire a secular education met with some opposition, the cracks in
Jewish insularity grew wider and wider. Many Maskilim fought to change
the image of the Jewish community. Others assimilated. Unfil the reign of
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Alexander Il (1855-1881), there were fewer than 300 Jews in Russian
universities. With the spread of the Haskalah, the number increased; because
of difficulties and restrictions, many went to universities abroad, especially
in Germany and Switzerland. Young people were also drawn to the
revolutionary movements that were operating underground against the
czarist regime. Some even severed all contact with Jewish society. Starting
in the 1880s the social unrest reached the Jewish street. Those who believed
in assimilation were not all of the same hue: Some preached identification
with Polish nationalism; ofhers identified with German culture. There was,
for example, a dispute between those who favored the Polish language,
most of them concenfrated in the Warsaw, and the Lithuanian advocates
of Russian culture. The watershed year was 1881, when the Pogroms dashed
the idea of assimilation as a solution. Zionism became a possible political
solution.

The national revival was linked fo the Haskalah and influenced every
walk of life. In education, the traditional heder was replaced by the modern
“reformed” Hebrew-speaking heder, the root from which a network of
Hebrew schools developed. Rabbis and Hassidim, too, joined the Zionist
movement. Later on, the Zionist movement split into different streams.

In the year that the First Zionist Congress was held in Basel, 1897, the
Jewish workers' party—the Bund—was established. For many years it was
arival to Zionism on the Jewish sfreet. The Bund—the General Federation
of Jewish Workers in Poland, Lithuania, and Russic—was a socialist party
aimed at the Jewish public. Ifs language was Yiddish and it rejected Zionism
outright. Its solutfion fo the Jewish problem was to continue Jewish existence
in the Diaspora while striving for socio-cultural autonomy for the Jewish
minority as a recognized national group. Unfil the 1917 revolution in Russia,
and even after that in Poland, the Bund had enormous influence in the
Jewish street. Eastern European Jewry was a mosaic of ideological streams,
movements, and organizations until the Second World War.

(Based on articles by Ya'akov Tsur, Dyukanah shel Hatefutsah (Portrait
of a Diaspora community) [Jerusalem: Keter, 1975], pp. 25-58; Shmuel
Ettinger, “Darkah hahistorit shel Yahadut Polin”

[The Historical course of Polish Jewry], Massua Yearbook 27 [1999])
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WOMEN AS AGENTS OF CHANGE

GUIDANCE FOR FACILITATORS:

This topic is chiefly about women in the Jewish community. The texts we
have chosen illustrate a facet that has been somewhat overlooked: the
place of women in the processes of change that took place in Jewish
society at the end of the nineteenth century. Women are romantic objects,
mothers, and breadwinners. Nevertheless, they are presented as “marginal”
in traditional Jewish society.

The texts included show women taking a stand against the traditional
norms and being closer to the younger generation, while at the same time
preserving these norms. They also reflect the changes that occurred in
Jewish society. See, for example, text 5, in which the young girl expresses
an idea about her future husband and even describes the kind of husband
she would like. Texts 6 and 7 represent women as cultural *go-betweens”
who spread the ideas of the Haskalah. Judah Leilb Gordon’s criticism of
the situation of women in Jewish society is also interesting—the very fact
that the criticism was made at all reflects the way the winds of the Haskalah
were blowing.

INSTRUCTIONS TO THE GROUP:

The group will prepare a profile of women in the shtetl as agents of change.
The texts and photographs include descriptions of several women. Share out
the documents among yourselves, and read and consider the questions
attached to them. After you have read them by yourselves, discuss the
general questions in your group. You must also decide what kind of an article
you want to write for A Different Voyage. After the discussion, write the article.

General questions for group discussion:

1. Is there tension between change, on the one hand, and fradition and
continuity, on the other, in Jewish society during the period under
discussion? Try to define it.

* Agent of change—a sociological concept that is also used in other fields: A person who plays the role of
bringing about change in social, cultural, or moral structures, consciously or ofherwise.
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2. What was the role and place of women in infroducing the winds of
change? As opposed fo this, what did they do to preserve the status
quoe

3. How are the texts connected to questions of identity2 Do they indicate
a change in society, family structure, and relations between men and
womenge

= STUDY MATERIALS:
Source documents
Summary of the article by Iris Parush
Historical intfroduction
Glossary

SOURCE DOCUMENTS

TEXT 1:

Hebrew Woman, Who Can Know Your Life?

Hebrew woman, who can know your life?

You came in the dark and you will go in the dark;

Your pain and your joy, your aches and your longings

Will be born inside you, will end within you.

The world and its fullness, everything that is good and restful
Were given as a treasure to the daughters of another people,
But the life of the Hebrew woman is perpetual servitude
You will never sets foot outside your shop;

You will conceive, give birth, suckle and wean,

Bake and cook, until you wither before your time.

Cover your head with a scarf, hide your face,

Your stubble under the razor.

Why should you look at the man who stands beside you?

Whether hunchback or dwarf, old or young?
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It is all the same to you! For you do not choose —
Your parents will choose, they will rule you,
Like merchandise you are bought and sold.

Your father controls you in your youth,

And when you leave his house—your husband is over you.
(Judah Leib Gordon, 1830-1892; taken from Zvi Scharfstein, Jewish Life in Eastern Europe in Recent

Generations, pp. 145-146 [Hebrew])

TEXT 2:

“The young couple, that’s to say my grandfather and grandmother, who were eleven
and twelve years old, “ate kest” (see Glossary) in Kamenets in the home of my elderly
great grandfather. My grandfather, Aaron Leizer, was a real mischief-maker in his youth.
He would play on building sites and jump on the planks and make them into seesaws. My
grandmother looked after him, but she was scared by what he did and wouldn’t let him
seesaw. He used to hide from her and run far away so she couldn’t find him. . . . At the
age of twelve or thirteen, my grandfather was a spoiled and unruly child. My grandmother
was wise beyond her years, and slowly and cautiously she began to wean him away from
his pranks. After they were married and had become parents, she told him that it would
be appropriate for him to behave in a more seemly fashion, as behooves the father of
children. So many people were coming to his father’s house to discuss the affairs of the
town (she said), and he ought to sit with them, listen and take part in these dealings, like
all the other adults. He agreed to what she said, and thanks to her became a mensch.”

{Yekhezkel Kotik, Mayne Zikhroynes [My memoirs], p. 150).

u Questions for discussion:
1. How is the woman described in Gordon’s poem?¢
2. What can be learned from Kotik's description about marriage and about
men and womeng¢
3. How does Kotik describe his grandmothere
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2 'Life in Grodno was dreary. . . . I was far removed from the business and interests
of the community . . . and the only thing left for me to do for a social life was the Zionist
group. And yet there was nothing in it to satisfy me. . . . [ found my company in the home
of an anti-Zionist, . . . Tatiana llinishna, the daughter of Eliyahu Greenberg. She did not
have the greatest education and she was less than beautiful, but despite this she held top
rank in Grodno society—and not just in Jewish society. She was attuned to people’s
suffering. . . . All day long she was busy—at home and in her shop and in the street. The

Greenbergs had a large fabric business. Their child, their only son, had died and the
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couple’s life was more like a business partnership than a family life. . . . Tatiana maintained
a salon. In one room her husband sat and played cards with his friends, while in the other
the local Maskilim town would gather—myself included. . . . It was here that I met the
first members of the Bund, including a wonderful young lady named Fisher. [ was very

jealous of this party because it was able to attract such dear hearts as this lady.”
(Shemaryahu Levin, Mezikhronot hayyai [Memories of my life], pp. 144-145)

- Questions for discussion:

1. Draw up a list of the information you can assemble from this text; for
example, about family, women, frades, leisure actfivities, and various
political movements in the Jewish community.

2. What role did this Tatiana play in the community¢ Try to imagine a salon
like this and work out what part it played in disseminating new social
patterns.

TEXT 4:

“My mother was altogether a different type, quite different from my father, to the
extent that it was difficult to understand how these two people who were as far apart as
east and west could live together. She was educated and even something of an epikoros
(freethinker). She was not a heretic—Heaven forbid! But she did have some tough questions
for the Lord and his Messiah! Yet my mother’s heresy was intermittent rather than
consistent: Sometimes she behaved as if she were pious and wore a headcovering like all
the modest women and prayed every day and read prayer books, and sometimes she would
suddenly break out, tear off the headcovering, and stop praying. She had a superficial
knowledge of the Bible, especially the stories in it, as well as all the legends in the Talmud,
which she knew from hearing them rather than from the written word.

“She was a magnet for the young people in the town and they would all come running
to her, because her home was a gathering place for both wise and foolish. They all came
to her with whatever was on their mind to consult about private matters, including their
romances. She knew everything, and she would sometimes help bring a romance to a good
conclusion and mollify the parents’ opposition.

“On Shabbat afternoon a few young men and women would gather at her house to
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read the new literature they had received that week and talk of current affairs, and just get
closer to onc another.

“When father left the house everyone would breathe a sigh of relief. First of all the
young men and women would move closer together and begin to talk among themselves.
Sometimes the discussion became so heated that one of the young men would take his hat
off his head. At first, he would fan himself with his hat, ostensibly because of the heat,
but insensibly, as if he had forgotten it, he would keep his hat in his hand and sit there

bareheaded.”
(Chaim Tchernowitz, Pirkel hayyim ["Chapters of life”], pp. 29-31}




® Questions for discussion:

1. What kind of woman is depicted? Try to characterize her. Try to describe
the difference between the mother and father.

2. The author describes his mother as playing hostess to a salon. Try fo
describe what took place in such a salon. What subjects were discussed?
What does such an “institution” feach us about the society in which it
fook place¢

3. What was the relationship toward his mother of those who frequented
the salon¢ How could shtetl residents relate to here Think about her
personality. What kind of woman was she¢ Does she match your image
of a shtetl woman?@

4. What do you think are the differences between the salons described
in text 3 and text 42 Take into account the characters of the woman
and their socio-economic status.

TEXT 5:

“I asked Reb Zvi about the change that had taken place in the young woman and to
my great amazement learned that war had broken out at in the house because of me: The
young woman did not want to marry me. Her parents cajoled her, and my aunt cried and
pleaded with her, but she, the young woman, was steadfast in her refusal.

“I said, ‘Pray tell me, what is this that you refuse to be my wife? Am I not worthy to
be your husband?’ Her white cheeks reddened slightly, like roses in bloom, and she had
no answer to give. ‘Don’t be shy. Don’t hide anything from me.’

“And she answered me ingenuously: ‘I love you and I respect you dearly. | would be
proud to have a spouse like you. But I want to marry a young and modern man, who knows
the ways of the world and speaks good Russian.’

“I said to her, ‘The modern young man will love your beautiful face and your dark
eyes. But he will not understand your spirit and soul. And when you understand that, his

love will make your life bitter.”

(Israel Isser Katzovitz, Shishim shnot hayyim [Sixty years of life], 1923)
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Questions for discussion:

1. What can be learned from this text about changing norms in the institution
of familye

2. Try fo define traditional values and modern values as they are reflected
in the fext.

TEXT 6:

"Grandma Leah was about sixteen when she became pregnant with my father.
Grandma Leah often told me about those days. She lived in a small attic next to the
women’s gallery of the synagogue in Kutno. She was very bored. Grandma Leah, the
Hassidic granddaughter of the Warka family, was educated in an atmosphere of simple
love for all Jews among cheerful, high-spirited Hassidim. . . . Grandfather Moishl, the
hero of Grandma Leah’s girlhood, spent day and night at the Warka shtibl, having a riotous
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time with his Hassidic friends and never even forswore playing cards. That too was one
of the activities of the Warka Hassidim. They said that card-playing brought people together
and inspired fraternity and love. Grandma Leah would sit out the long nights in her attic
next to the forlorn women’s gallery, all alone, herself little more than a child and already
big with child. She was terrified, because it was well known that at midnight dead women
thronged the adjacent women’s gallery to pray and recite supplications.

“Overcome by her fear, Grandma Leah would undress and lie down to sleep. She would
sit by the light of a candle stub and wait for her young husband to come home at last from
the shtibl. Until then, in the dark of night, by the weak light of her penny candle she trained
herself to read Jewish adventure stories. These were the Yiddish stories written by the early
maskilim. These books made a great impression on Grandma Leah, opened her eyes to see
life as it was, and made her critical of many conventional things. The maskilic Jewish

adventure tales determined the spiritual destiny of the children born to Grandma Leah.” (v.
Trunk, Poland, vol. 1, pp. 16-17).

TEXT 7:
/

“All that time, while Aunt Itke was making good progress with her loshen kodesh
(Hebrew) studies and devouring Haskalah literature, my grandfather, Reb Moishl, was trying
to find her a shidduch in the courts of Polish rebbes. Aunt Itke was not beautiful. . . . She
dismissed all those things as ‘women’s nonsense.’ . . . This stubborn, masculine young
woman was not going to rush to the huppah with the kind of young man described in Haskalah
literature as a nightmare of ignorance. . . . Aunt Itke began to study humash with the Yiddish
commentary. Grandma Leah was shocked. In the first place it was forbidden for a daughter

of Israel to study Torah, for after all, at Mount Zion the Torah was given to men only.”
(ibid., pp. 226-256).

Questions for discussion:

1. In the first passage, Trunk depicts his Grandma Leah reading Haskalah
literature in Yiddish. Given this, how do you explain her reaction to her
daughter Itke’s reading the humash?

2. Describe Grandma Leah'’s conflict of values, as shown in the two texts.

3. In your opinion, was Grandma Leah an “agent of change?2” Read Parush’s

article.
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION

WOMEN AND EDUCATION

"Young girls’ education was all but left by the wayside. Many did not go
to heder fo learn to read, or else attended for a short time and were then
pulled out. There were private female tutors who taught reading and writing
in their pupils’ homes, but there were few students. Therefore, an ‘educated’
woman was one who could read and write. These ‘educated’ women
used to read Yiddish books infended specifically for women. On Shabbat
they would read about the weekly portion, translated from the Pentateuch,
together with talmudic aggadot (legends) and midrashim, in the book
Tse'ena u-re'ena. Sometimes when they had completed this duty they
would read another Yiddish book. The neighboring women would come
to the house for this reading t00. (scharfstein, Jewish Life, pp. 143-144).

SUMMARY
Iris Parush: “Women Readers as Agents of Social Change among Eastern
European Jews in the Late Nineteenth Century”
It is conventional tfo think of the male maskilim as the pioneers of change
in Jewish society (see “Identity and Belonging”). The maskilim, who were
the Jewish intelligentsia, devoted themselves to propagating the ideas of
the Haskalah: enlightenment and the integration of Jews into European
society. But the role played by women in propagating these ideas was no
less important. What, then, was the part played by women in the processes
of modernization and secularization experienced by Eastern European
Jewish society under in the nineteenth century?¢

Traditional Jewish society is fundamentally patriarchal. The normative
idedl in that society was for the man to devote himself to Torah study while
the wife concerned herself with the family and making a living. As a result,
boys and girls in that society received different educations. For example,
the number of illiterate women was significantly greater than the number
of illiterate boys. What is more, marriage customs were influenced by the
need to balance the demands of life and the demands of religion and
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marriages took place at a young age: the boy at bar mitzvah age, the
age of religious maturity. The objective was to ensure that the bridegroom
continued his studies. Even after marriage it was customary for the bride’s
father to support the young couple for the first years of their marriage (see,
for example, fext 4 in the chapter “Identity and Belonging”). Haskalah
authors often took a stand against these marriages, which were offen
accompanied by suffering and traumatic experiences (see texts 1 and 2
in this section).

The bride was usually older than the bridegroom and the two remained
under the watchful eye of a "housemother” who took care of all domestic
matters and supervised them. Despite this, and even though there are
almost no texts that illustrate the role of women in the processes of
modernization and secularization experienced by Jewish society, women—
and not necessarily those of the upper socio-economic class—did play a
part in these processes (see texts 3 and 4 in this section).

Women were agents of change because they were more exposed to
Yiddish Haskalah literature and Russian and Polish literature than men were
(see text ). Because women had to provide an income for their families
while their husbands studied Torah, no one bothered with their education.
However, they had more freedom and were permitted to read things that
were forbidden to men.

As the family breadwinners, women had to negotiate with the outside,
non-Jewish world (in the marketplace, customers in their shops, etc.), and
therefore they had to speak Russian and Polish. Hence they were allowed
to learn these languages.

Two social customs actually gave women real influence; through them
we can see women as agents of change: women raised and educated
their children; and women were matchmakers and determined marriage
customs and norms. We learn about this role of women indirectly through
the memoirs written by their children and through the ambivalent attitude
of male maskilim towards educated women. Hebrew literature was infended
chiefly for male maskilim and was one of the main tools for imparting the
ideas of Haskalah to nineteenth-century Jewish society, but Yiddish and
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European literature also did this. Women read these languages and thereby
contributed to the processes of change. Because women were exposed
to Yiddish romances, they came to marriage with a different level of maturity
and different expectations than their husbands. Romantic literature gave
them a different model for relationships, which led them to cppose
matchmaking and forced marriages (see text 5).

Yiddish literature influenced women's romantic notions while Russian

literature influenced their revolutionary and feminist ideas. The women
educated their sons and this is where their influence was brought to bear.
Toward the end of the ninetfeenth cenfury, with the rise of socialism and
Zionism, the number of educated women increased and the phenomenon
wdas nNo longer so rare (see bibliography).
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GROUP 1: PERSONAL CONFLICTS
AND DILEMMAS

e GUIDANCE FOR FACILITATORS:
The theme of identity and belonging relates to various facets of the concept
of “identity”: personal identity, professional identity, and one's class, gender;

community, and other affiliation. Some of the texts reveal the torments of
adolescence, such as the conflict between fulfilment in love and the
acquisition of a profession as a means to escape a low socio-economic
status (text 2); or between fulfilment in love and religious and social taboos
(text 3); etc. The texts show some of the tensions that the memoirists felt in
these areas.

In the nineteenth century, Jewish society was gripped by the struggle
between continuity and tradition, on the one hand, and the influences of
Haskalah, on the other. The Haskalah offered possibilities for dealing with
the non-Jewish world. These opfions threatened the traditional way of life:
instead of insularity, there would be openness and integration. We want
to emphasize this tension as expressed in personal dilemmas.

The group will be divided into four sub-groups. The first will deal with
personal conflicts and dilemmas, the second with Haskalah and identity,
the third with political identity, and the fourth with the subject: Hassid or
Mithnagged?

8 (SI1X PARTICIPANTS) WILL PREPARE A REPORT ON "BEING A
YOUNG MAN IN THE SHTETL™
Here are texts that relate to different types of personal conflicts and tensions.
Distribute the texts, excerpts from memoirs, among yourselves according
to the sub-topics. Answer the questions attached and write reports relating
to the texts in accordance with the instructions. After this, discuss the general
questions in the group and prepare a report on what it was like to be a
young Jewish man in the shtetl. The report will consist of items prepared by
the sub-groups. You might include the following: an imaginary interview

* Gender—the distinction between men and women as expressed in the social division of roles and definition
of behavioral traits.
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with a young Jewish man, a dialogue, diary entries, a general discussion
about “Where is this generatfion headed,” a diagram showing the different
circles to which a young man in the shtetl would belong, identity cards of
different young people in the shtetl, etc. Discuss ways of incorporating the
different items together in a cohesive whole.

: General questions:

. What are the values and norms of the fraditional Jewish society as
described in the memoirs.

2. Describe the fension between personal identity and the identity of society
at large.

3. Describe the tension between individual identity and the values and
norms of traditional Jewish society: Where is this generation headed?

: STUDY MATERIALS:
Fact sheet

Source documents
Historical infroduction
Glossary

PERSONAL CONFLICTS AND DILEMMAS

TEXT 1:

“The image of my mother flickers dimly in my memory as if she were an imaginary
person: Tall, slender, pale-faced, dark-eyed, black-haired, melancholic, of few words and
much silence, and her silence is a plea for pity. Her love for me was boundless. It was if
she knew in her heart that she was going to leave me an orphan soon.

“My father was a water-carrier. From first light until late morning he would plod along,
carrying his yoke and buckets through the streets and alleys of Minsk, his home town, going
from courtyard to courtyard, supplying water to their residents in exchangefor a pittance.

He was consumed by dryness in summer, by dampness in autumn, and by ice in winter.
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“The first feeling I remember from earliest childhood was a feeling of humiliation,
as if I were branded with a mark of disgrace on my forehead and on my soul: the son of
a water-carrier and a deranged mother. This feeling made me bitter towards the whole
world, as I childishly understood it, and made me pity my miserable parents who had come
to this! I closed myself up like a snail in its shell, repressing my feelings of humiliation,
of the bitterness and pity of it, and this repression filled me with such a burning distress
that when it attacked me I went out to a lonely corner in our yard and cried secretly.”

(Ephraim Lisitzky, Ayleh toldot adam [A man's life], pp. 8-1 O)

Questions for discussion:

Ephraim Lisitzky expresses harsh feelings about his parents, which also derive
from their socio-economic class. Have you experienced such feelings or
do you know similar cases?




TEXT 2:

“Among the young girls who came to my grandfather’s house every Shabbat was
one girl of my age, named Basya. She wasn’t the most beautiful. Her facial features were
pronounced and she had an expression of courage and impertinence. But her face was
daubed with a captivating wild charm. Like a moth drawn to a flame in the dark of night,
so my heart was drawn to Basya. | tasted the taste of hell in that flame. 1 took care not to
let her know, even with the slightest hint, of my secret love, but my eyes met her eyes and
murmured the secret. And her eyes answered my eyes. I recognized her secret love for me.

“I pinch myself and rock my body against the bookstand and hope that I will shake
off my inner thoughts. But in vain! My body rocks and my thoughts continue. My eyes
are on the Gemara, and between the lines [ sec Basya. While [ am stealing a glimpse at
her, her brilliance penetrates my soul and she brands it: Oh! Basya! Basya!

“A shiver passes over my body at the touch of her hand, and while I’m still trembling,
fire streams through me and floods my bowels. [ am on fire. . . . My friends at the yeshiva
eventually discover the secret of my stolen love. A little bird told them! They begin to talk
about me and some of them, those who are closest to me, begin to reprimand me. I began
to do a reckoning. I thought about it again and again, and there was only one conclusion.
With Basya, there can be no yeshiva, and with the yeshiva there can be no Basya.

“Sometime later, | was stricken with the fever that [ had had as a child. As I lay in my
bed, after the fever had gone down, in a state of semi-consciousness—half awake, half
asleep—I heard an inner voice speak to me: ‘Son of a demented mother and a water-carrier,
you have been driven into a world that isn’t yours, and where there is no place for you! Go
back to your own world, where you have a rightful place, not one given out of charity. Go
back and bc what you are, and what you can never run away from, and find the peace and
security of a man that knows himself and knows his place. Leave the yeshiva. Learn a trade
that will keep you and share life with your beloved Basya.” While the first voice was still
speaking to me, another voice began ringing in my ears, chiding me and urging me on at
the same time: Don’t agree! Don’t listen! It’s the voice of the evil inclination that’s tempting
you and driving you out of your mind! Basya is the devil’s handiwork, whom he made to
turn you away from the ways of the Torah. Go back and ascend in the ways of the Torah
that rise upward. Greatness awaits you in the end and you shall be rewarded, son of a

demented mother and a water-carrier. You will be a rabbi and teacher among the Jews.”
(Lisitzky, Ayleh toldot adam [A man's life], p. 10)
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Questions for discussion:

1. Write some of Ephraim Lisitzky's diary entries for A Different Voyage.

2. Set up a role-playing game in which you act out the inner voices calling
fo Ephraim.

3. “With Basya, there can be no yeshiva, and with the yeshiva there can
be no Basya.” What do you think2 Use your own words to describe the
dilemma that Ephraim is facing.

4. What can you learn about this society? Is this a society in which social
mobility (movement and change) is possible 2

5. What question of identity emerges from Ephraim’s dilemma? Formulate it.

6. Which option do you think Ephraim will choose?¢ Give reasons.

TEXT 3:

“From the day that 1 began to prepare myself for my bar mitzvah celebration, I
underwent a mental crisis and began to experience a strong internal battle of urges. It was
as if there were two souls running about inside me, each pulling in a different direction. |
was not one lad named Chaim, but rather two lads, each of them called Chaim, different
from each other—one was good and one was bad. I painted myself an image of the evil
inclination as a fly—as in the legends—that would pierce my heart. And I remember
standing on my bar mitzvah night and waiting for the evil inclination to make its way into
my body through my mouth or my nostrils.

“It happened that on Shabbat afternoon some friends, cousins who were older than I
was, came to visit and invited me to their house in honor of my special day. I went with
them: when | reached their house I was horrified by what I saw. The house was full to bursting
with young women and girls. My first thought was to turn on my heels and flee. But [ sat
down and the young men urged me to come into another room where one could peep through
holes and see the girls dancing. And, as if my own moral instincts weren’t enough, I heard
my mother’s awful preaching: ‘How can a boy, on the very day of his bar mitzvah, when
he should be spending all day in Torah study and prayer, and praying to the Almighty to give
him a new heart that he may be an observant and God-fearing Jew, go out with naughty boys

and watch girls dancing? What will God have to say about this? And what will people say?””
(Tchernowitz, Pirkei hayyim, pp. 58-60.)
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u Questions for discussion:
. How are women portrayed in this description? In your opinion, is there
a conflict between social norms and sexual maturity¢ Explain. Also note
how the mother represents social norms.
2. Which social norms are reflected in this texte
3. Formulate the problem raised in this story.
4. “What will God have fo say about this¢ And what will people say?2"” Put

info words what God and people would say. Is it the same or different?

Explain.
5. Write an editorial entitled “"Where is this generation headed?”

TEXT 4:

(44 . . .
HIS name was Joel Levenstein and he was the son of a hazzan. His father was a

hazzan in Vilna. Even as a child he showed signs of genius and his father tried to educate

him appropriately. He hired the very best teachers of religious subjects in town for him,

as well as teachers of Polish and German, and piano and violin teachers. In his eleventh

year he went to pray in the town’s great synagogue, and made such an impression that a

woman named Reineke, the wife of Mattitiyahu Strasson, one of the important figures in
the town, blessed with wecalth, lineage, and respect, decided to acquire the wonderboy as
a husband for her daughter. Shortly afterwards the betrothal terms were drawn up, and at
the age of 13 he became a groom and an independent householder, and because he was
so young he was nicknamed ‘Little Householder.’

“A year went by and his father passed away. The fourteen-year-old took his father’s
place. His influence in the Jewish community increased greatly until it was almost unlimited.
Within a short while, they say he was such a genius at singing that his melodies could not
be written down in notation. It was not only the Jews whom he impressed. Christians of
all classes would come to fill the synagogue, particularly on Kol Nidre night, and rhapsodized
about him. The famous Polish composer Moniuszko, who was a professor at the Warsaw
Conservatory, heard him once and latched onto him. He visited the hazzan’s home, invited
him to his own home, gave him music lessons, and tried to convince him to stop being a
cantor and to travel abroad for further studies. He promised him a glorious future and

worldwide fame.
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“An inner battle raged in his gentle soul—a struggle between the confined Jewish
world and the great world that beckoned to him. Moniuszko invested a great deal of effort
and finally persuaded his parents-in-law to let their son-in-law go to Warsaw and give a
concert. There are many tales of his stay in Warsaw. The concert he gave there produced
an enormous sensation.

“Rumors spread in Vilna that ‘Little Householder’ was misbehaving. He appeared a
few more times in Warsaw and his reputation grew and grew. The leading journalists
wrote articles and described him as a prodigy. Suddenly he returned to Vilna. What
happened to him is not clear. Some say that the synagogue wardens refused to let him
come back and lead services in the synagogue. Others say that he no longer had the peace
of mind required to sing in public because of his tortured inner struggles. He stayed in
Vilna, but never returned to his former world. The synagogue stifled him and he had other
personal troubles: his two beloved sons died. His wife became estranged from him and
he wanted to divorce her. All this led to dissension and division. Then he fell into a bitter
and black depression and all the doctors” efforts to save him were to no avail. He contracted
tuberculosis and went to Warsaw, where the greatest physicians endeavored to cure him, but

failed. The prodigy, the musical genius, passed away from this world at the age of 34.”
(A. Litvin, "Yidishe Neshomes" [Yiddish souls], in Scharfstein, Jewish Life pp. 90-91).

Questions for discussion:

1. The story presents the struggle in Joel's soul between fwo worlds, the
traditional Jewish world (Vilna) and the non-Jewish world (Warsaw). What
dilemmas does he face?2 Draw up a list of pros and cons for each side
of the argument.

2. What problem of identity does the text deal withe

3. What choices does Joel Levenstein makeg Do you think he is depicted
as a man who makes choices and is in control of his life and destinye
Explain.

4. Does Joel's personal fate reflect the narrator’s stance¢ What is it

5. Write a profile: Joel Levenstein, a success story?
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TEXT 5:

“Blut take Frumke, the daughter-in-law of Isaiah Leib the doctor, walking about bare-
headed, nothing on it, and she isn’t afraid that she’ll go to hell! And take the goyshe (non-
Jewish) women, who have no shame, and who walk half naked in the garden behind the
Beit Midrash. Unlike us, for the goyim everything’s permissible. Why did the Almighty
have to choose the Jews and abandon the goyim to their fate? They do whatever they want
and enjoy this world. Why is our street full of all these shegetsim (non-Jewish men) and
these barefoot, practically naked shikses (non-Jewish women) in the garden behind the
Beit Midrash, tempting the boys into transgression? Phooey! says the good inclination,

you shouldn’t be looking, you should stick to your learning.”
(Tchernowitz, Pirkei hayyim, pp. 58-60.)

Questions for discussion:

1. How does the author describe the goyim?

2. How are the temptations depicted in this passage? In what way is this
description similar to those in the previous excerpt from Tchernowitz (text
3). Explain.
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GROUP 2: HASKALAH AND

}IDfNTiTY

= (THREE PARTICIPANTS) ?
Write an artficle on *Haskalah vs. the fraditional world." Distribute the texts
among yourselves, so that each person has his or her own fext and can

answer the questions. Then write the article based on this work.

STUDY MATERIALS:
Fact sheet

Source documents
Historical infroduction
Glossary

TEXT 1:

“Tidings of the Haskalah reached even our remote shtetl. Amazing and frightening
news came from Uman in the Ukraine, the principal town in the region: People spoke of
dyed-in-the-wool Hassidim who became sectarians and derided certain customs and
stringencies; they spoke of certain well-known people who until recently had been fervent
zealots and were now sending their sons to the Russian schools and even to the high school.
They spoke of young men, including some with important fathers, who were about to go
to Zhitomir to study at the seminary for modern rabbis. And more and more of these
terrible things were happening for all to see in Uman: Sons and even fathers were shortening
their clothes, young men were cutting their sidelocks and shaving their beards—and no
one protested. All these stories had a great influence on us, boys from a remote town, who
were already receptive to the Haskalah. The boys of our shtetl, the pioneers of Haskalah,
particularly enjoyed the books of Abraham Mapu, and best of all Ahavat Ziyyon. Ostensibly
we had the Gemara open in front of us, but the open Gemara was merely a cover for the
copy of Ahavat Ziyyon beneath its pages. The zealots burned all of our (Haskalah) books

that they could get hold of, and we continued to replenish the stock, either from the itinerant
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booksellers who in those days roamed from town to town and made a living by trading
also the secular books for which young readers had developed an appetite, or by going

to Uman and bringing back books and newspapers, food for our Haskalah-hungry souls.”
(Zvi Kasda'i, in Scharfstein, pp. 128-129).

Questions for discussion:

1. There was an atmosphere of change in the shtetl after the spirit of
Haskalah penetrated it. What form did this change tfakee

2. Whatis the price of change®?

TEXT 2:

“We had been studying for half-a-year, Berel—my friend from the ‘little table’ class at
Rebbe Nehemiah’s yeshiva. Before half a year was past [ detected the change in him. He did
not come out of his shell, and his face expressed anger more than sadness, his will to study
weakened, and his love and friendship for me dwindled. . . . In the end he left the yeshiva and
we grew apart. We became citizens of two distinct and different worlds: I immersed myself
in the garden of Torah and he, having taken a look and been burned, uprooted himself from
it and planted himself in the grove of the Haskalah. We lost contact with each other. . . . Six
years later, when I was in America, and 1 too had taken a look and been burned and had traded
the Torah for Hebrew literature, I met one of my former classmates from Rebbe Nehemiah’s
yeshiva. We began to discuss our memories of the past and our conversation turned to our
other friends, including Berel. He let out a cry of wonder: “Who would have thought then

that Berel would hold such an honorable position in our Hebrew literature and would
become the leading young author? In a flash I recalled the young Hebrew authors 1 had known
and the words shot out of my mouth: ‘He’s none other than Y. D. Berkowitz!” ”

(Lisitzky, Ayleh foldot adam, pp. 21-22)

« Questions for discussion:

1. Why couldn't the two friends maintain their friendship in spite of their
differing world views?

2. Try to describe the tensions in families or wider circles in Jewish society
caused by differing world views.
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TEXT 3:

“Isit possible? Has anything like this been heard of in among the Jews? That a father
should deliver his son to idolatry with his own hands? The father stipulated two conditions:
First, that his sons should not write on Shabbat, and, second, that they should not be in
the classroom when the priest teaches religion to the Christian children. The second obstacle
that the little ones ran into at school was the foreign language. Their knowledge of Russian
was very limited indeed, making them the laughingstock of all, both teacher and pupils.
They laughed until it seemed that not only were the people laughing, but that the benches
and the tables and all the school equipment were cackling at them. But when school was
finished and the Jewish children—°‘the little kikes’—came into the yard, the goyshe boys
would gang up and catch them and throw them to the ground—all in good-natured fun—
would pin down their arms and legs, and give their kosher little lips a good wiping with
forbidden lard. Then the children would go home miserable and depressed, afraid to tell
the grown-ups what had happened, lest they make the school loathsome to their parents,

who would pull them out.”
{Sholem Aleichem, Hayyei Adam [The life of man], in Heb).
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Questions for discussion:

1. What can be learned from the fext aboutf the changing atfitude toward
education?

2. What, in your opinion, are the advantages and disadvantages of a
general educatione

3. What difficulties did the Jewish children face in the general education
systeme

TEXT 4:

"1 his was the famous age of divorces when many couples got divorced because of
the Haskalah. It was the parents-in-law who divorced their sons-in-law, since the young
women themselves did not have a mind of their own. The father would tell his daughter

that her husband had become an epikoros and she had to divorce him.”

Questions for discussion:

1. Continuity vs. change—how is the tension between the two shown in this
fexte

2. Examine the tensions in the family caused by affiliation with different
sfreams and movements in Jewish society.
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rGROUP 3: POLITICAL IDENTITY

¥ (TWO PARTICIPANTS) ?

Make an identity card for a young man or woman: Name, age,
profession/frade, political identification, family status. Write a short article
comparing the situation of a Jewish worker in contemporary American
society with what is described in the texts you read.

- STUDY MATERIALS:

Fact sheet

Source documents
Historical infroduction
Glossary

TEXT 1:

“In its early years the Bund did not accept the principles of nationalism. . . . What
right did a specifically Jewish socialist organization have to exist? . . . Since the Jewish
worker lived in and spoke Yiddish, there was a point to establishing a special organization
that would look after him, this special worker. It was only later that another reason—the
special structure of the Jewish proletariat—was added to this first reason, and later they
acknowledged the national factor. . . . We would be doing an injustice to the Bund if we
said that its sole aim was to improve the economic lot of the Jewish worker and not a deep
desire to help the entire Jewish community in its struggle for political freedom. The
Russian Social Democrats viewed the Bund as a Jewish nationalist creation and said that
the Bundists were the same as the Zionists except that they were afraid of the ocean
voyage. . . . The Bund fought socialists on the outside and Zionists on the inside.

“I myself suffered terrible anguish in that battle, because ideologically I could never acknowledge
the contraction between the demands of Zionism and the socialist tenets of the Bund.

“I was distressed from the bottom of my heart over the excessive divisions and

k]

disagreements within Russian Jewry. ...
(Shemaryahu Levin, pp. 144-155)
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Questions for discussion:

1. Whatis Shemaryahu Levin's dilemma®@

2. What are the differences between the two movements, the Zionist
movement and the Bund?

TEXT 2:

“In Grodno, [ first encountered the type of the Jewish factory worker, so different from the
artisan. The artisan, whom I had known previously, even as a child, still had a personality. He
was a machine, a little machine, but a whole and complete one. Whereas the factory worker
was only a cog in a large machine, forced to renounce his concept of himself as a whole and
complete and autonomous being. . . . When I saw hundreds of young women in Grodno being
swallowed into the Sharashevsky tobacco factory at dawn and emerging from it in the evening,
their lungs having absorbed and swallowed tobacco dust, I did not see them as separate and
individual beings. What I saw was . . . mechanical humanity. A young factory doctor and my
friend Mrs. Fischer spoke to me a great deal about the inner life of industrial workers. They led
deprived and miserable lives. And yet people sought jobs in the factory desperately and feverishly.
Every time a place became vacant, dozens jumped at the chance. . . . In Grodno at that time
there was a shortage of servants and domestic help. A maid in a well-to-do household was

materially far better off than a factory worker, yet the poor girls preferred to work in the factory ”
{Shemaryahu Levin)

Questions for discussion:

1. What are the differences between the artisan and the factory worker?

2. Why, in your opinion, did women prefer to work in the factory to being
servants in wealthy householdse
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GROUP 4: WHO AM |, HASSID OR
IMITNAGGED?

= (TWO OR THREE PARTICIPANTYS) ?

Write a debate between a Hassid and a Mithagged—pro and con. The
battles between the Hassidim and Mitnaggedim were no longer the main
issue in nineteenth-century Jewish society. However, they do represent an
integral aspect of the life of fraditional Jewish society.

TEXT 1:

““What is the secret of Hassidism’s charm? What is it about it that has stirred up the
entire Jewish world and what has attracted so many Jews from the towns and shtetls to it?
.. . Why has Hassidism succeed in attracting even the sons of Mitnagged rabbis, wreaking
havoc on their families? . . . The Mitnaggedim follow the Shulhan Arukh, which includes
all the rules of the written and oral law. These are practical rules: What a man should do
and what he is forbidden to do; but what a man should contemplate or think is not written
in the Shulhan Arukh. . . . The commandments pertaining to the human spirit and soul,
like pride, humility, love, hate, jealousy, anger, flattery, peace, and conflict, as they were
understood in the Torah and in the Prophets, became incidental and marginal. They were
recognized as important but, despite this, they were passed over and ignored. . . . The
devout Mitnagged was always morose and dejected, with a gloomy expression. He was
not allowed to enjoy this world, and he was afraid of the next world. He never fulfilled
any duty without first checking what the Shulhan Arukh and rabbinical literature had to
say about it. He always felt he had a debt of faith, and was always afraid that he would
not be able to pay it off. . . . The Mitnaggedim were contemptuous of artisans. . . . The
Beit Midrash, the House of Study, was the only place where Jews should congregate. At
one time they used to spend almost every hour of the day there. They come to pray three
times a day and study, and simply talk. So the Beit Midrash is the only “club” for the Jews.

“As we said, the poor stand right beside the door. They have nowhere to sit—they

are like stones, not people. Not a single Mitnagged has ever contemplated the question—
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not even for a moment—whether it is fitting to segregate among those coming to God’s
house—the comely and the loathsome, the rich and the poor. . . . The poor are almost
never called up to the Torah. This obviously caused them great distress and anger, as it
would any fervent Jew. This is the reason that most of the poor and the artisans organized
their own minyanim. . . . Hence there is no solidarity in the Batei Midrash of the Mitnaggedim,
no peace and no joy. And on Shabbat and the festivals, things were the same as on
weekdays. After services every Mitnagged goes home, eats with his family and then goes
to sleep. No singing, no dancing, no joy. ... To sum up, the disadvantages of the
Mitnaggedim’s way are separatism and insularity; fear of the next world and no pleasure
in this world; hatred and scorn for the innocent unlearned Jews. . . . It is obvious that in
such conditions it was only natural for a new and revolutionary way to develop among
the Jews. . .. It began 170 years ago with the Ba’al Shem Tov. . . . He believed it was
necessary to strengthen Jewish faith so that the European enlightenment, which was already
pervading all nations, would not destroy the Jews as a people. He said that the Jewish
people had been redeemed on account of three things: they had not changed their dress,
their language, and their names. . . . He smashed the somber wall that the Mitnaggedim
had erected between Judaism and joy, between faith and life. He said that happiness gave
God pleasure and that even eating and drinking can be for the sake of heaven. . . . And
the Jews streamed to Hassidism. It may have been the same faith, the same religion, and
the same Shulhan Arukh, but it was easier, life was easier, the burden of faith was lighter,
there was joy, wonder, and ecstasy. And above all, everyone was equal—everyone was
equal, there was no such thing as lineage. . . . Hassidism brought real contentment to the
simple Jew. . .. But I could not become a Hassid. It did not appeal to me. First of all, I
was revolted by the idea of a rebbe, which was totally foreign to the Mitnagged character.
[ could have coped with the rebbe himself. But all the commotion around him, the great
importance accorded to him, and the hereditary leadership status that was passed on like
a royal crown, all this was totally repulsive. I believe that there is no way that you can
pour out your heart and reveal all your shortcomings of character or habit before an
unelected person who has attained his position by dint of inheritance, that such a person
can instruct the confessant how to mend his ways and desist from his bad character and
rotten customs, and the confessant hears and obeys.

“And one other thing that had alienated me from Hassidism already in my youth—

the sight of the unbearably difficult life of the wives of the poor Hassidim. The Hassidic
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men were always joyful and glad, ate and drank, danced and sang, whereas their wives
and children sat at home, cold and hungry. . . . And I should mention another aspect of

Hassidism that made a bad impression on me: it was not possible for learned men to

flourish among them.”
(Kotik, pp. 364-376).

Questions for discussion:

1. What distinguishes the Hassidim from the Mithnaggedim?e What crificism
is made against the Mithnaggedim?2 What against the Hassidim?e

2. Kotik mentions the differences and social gaps in Jewish society. What
are they?

3. Discuss the tensions between men and women in Jewish society.
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TEXT 2:

“Asa naturally enthusiastic type of person, who gets involved and meddles in
everything, [ became totally ensconced in the merry turmoil going on in the three houses.
I'spent a great deal of time with Esther Gitl and her children, wherc there was always a
commotion. [ spent a bit of time in the home of Rabbi Zalman-Sander with the young
students, all of whom were Mitnaggedim, and some time with Leizer, the grown-up son-
in-law, and his Maskilim. I enjoyed it there. They were enthusiastic, but not religious,
Jews and they took a keen interest in the Bible. What was important to them was humanity,
interpersonal relationships, the friendship of one person for another, general happiness,
and this world. I had never studied the Bible. As I have already mentioned, in those days
Bible study was considered epikorsus, especially among the Hassidim and in particular

for my father, who was totally immersed in Hassidic affairs” (Kotik pp. 344-345).

Questions for discussion:

Consider the role of the Bible for the different groups: Hassidim, Mitnaggedim,
Zionists, and Maskilim. What, in your opinion, reinforced the importance of
the Bible for the national movement and the Haskalah? And why, in your
opinion, was reading the Bible forbidden and considered epikorsus?
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INFORMATION
Scharfstein, pp. 75-77:

HASKALAH AND NATIONALISM

“Until now, insufficient recognition has been given to the positive effect of the Haskalah
period on national question. If the Haskalah had some negative motives in that it did not
adhere to some of the religious customs, it had an important positive side, beyond the
aspiration to know the world and science. The Haskalah increased love of the Bible. Bible
study, considered by the Orthodox to be less important than study of the Gemara, increased
at that time. Love for pure Hebrew grew stronger, because the Orthodox and the rabbis
were disdainful of it and were accustomed to mingle Aramaic with their Hebrew. And the
love of Hebrew literature grew, as all the memoir writers testify. In brief, the national
spirit was uplifted by it. But the Haskalah also had undesirable results—the alienation we
refer to as assimilation. It was very apparent in Western Europe and there were also signs
of it in the east. The Jews of Western Europe preserved a limited affiliation to religion.
They neglected the language of the Jewish People and their special way of life. And the
same visions began to sparkle in the east. Although they did not encompass the masses,
they were evident mostly in large cities and among the few professionals who succeeded
in acquiring a liberal education at university. These people adopted the language of the
country as their own language, thereby showing their alienation from the Jewish masses,
their dress, customs, and thinking. Their relationship with Judaism was very tenuous.
Every lawyer and physician and high-school student aspiring to these professions were

alienated from us.”
(Scharfstein, pp. 134-145).

Question for thought:

What are the positive and negative sides of the Haskalah¢ How does the
author relate to the Haskalah? What is the connection between the Haskalah
and nationalism, and between the Haskalah and assimilation?

48



SPACE: SPACE WITHIN THE
SHTETL AND BEYOND IT
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B GUIDANCE FOR FACILITATORS:

The texts chosen for this chapter deal with “spatial” movement. The concept
of “space” relates both to the “space” inside the shtetl, in other words, its
topography, institutions, social norms, social strafification, including various
aspects of the typical way of life in the shtefl (clothes, cuisine, occupations,
etc.), and to “spatial” migration between towns and shtetls in Eastern
Europe, migration from the Eastern Europe fo Centfral and Western Europe
(Shemaryahu Levin), and emigration from Western Europe overseas, chiefly
to America—in other words, migration from the shtefl to “the outside world.”
But within the shtetl, too, some occupations were also associated with
movement in space. Some of the occupations you will read about in the
texts were internal fo the shtetl and were sometimes practiced in specific
streets. Others involved coming and going from the shtetl, and still ofhers
involved leaving the shtetl alfogether. So the question arises: Can we see
those who practiced these occupations—for example, the bookseller who
traveled from shtetl to shtetl or the maggid—as agents of change?

The texts chosen reflect a kind of camera pan from inside fo outside.
The texts reveal the different types of movement in space.

ETHE GROUP (S1X PARTICIPANTS) WILL PREPARE A REPORT:

Is it really the end of the shtetl?
Instructions to the Group:
Divide yourselves into three subgroups. One group will look at the shtefl
and its institutions. These documents describe the shtetl, its socio-economic
classes, different occupations, lifestyle (food, dress, efc.). The second group
will deal with internal migration from the shtetl to urban centers in Eastern
and Central Europe. The third group will examine texts about emigration
from the shtetl to America.

After you have read the texts, discuss the questions attached. Prepare
a report entitled: “Is it really the end of the shteti?” You can interview
imaginary characters, efc.

The article will include the research performed by the subgroups. The
first group will prepare a descriptive article about life in the shtetl. You can
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include sketches of the shtetfl based on the texts, as well as photographs.
The second and third groups will deal with migration, including an interview
with an imaginary “migrant,” which examines the various dilemmas a
migrant could face.

STUDY MATERIALS:
Fact sheet

Source documents
Historical infroduction
Glossary




GROUP 1: THE SHTETL AND ITS
INSTITUTIONS

TEXT 1:
Description of Nesvizh:

“T'he whole town straddled a single long street from Citadel Hill to the Hill of the
Hassidim, which wound diagonally, sort of like a hook, towards the end. There were rows
of houses on either side. In the middle of the town was the large market place, with shops
arranged in a semicircle around it. This was the market where the townspeople traded and
negotiated. The wealthy people lived in the east end of the town. Those closest to Citadel
Hill had more class and wealth. As the road descended towards the west, so the houses
became smaller and more modest. These were the dwellings of the meaner sort and the
masses. This end of town was called “Vehan,” or “Vegan” in Russian, meaning “driving
out,” because this was where the shepherds would drive their beasts out to graze every
morning and call them back in the evening with flutes and bells.

Opposite Hassidim Hill was a line of small hills called “the Batteries,” where brothels
had been established by some prince or other who came to the town. Upstanding Jewish
young men refrained from walking there, lest they get a bad name. The town of Nesvizh
was beside a river. On the other side of the river was the shloss—the castle. The townspeople
were allowed to walk in the woods around the castle and we Jewish boys actually dared
swim in the river in the summer. Although the Christian population almost equaled the
Jewish population, Nesvizh was chiefly a Jewish town in its Yiddish language, its social
customs, and its religious character, which was evident everywhere. In contrast to the two
Christian chapels, which made hardly any impression on the town’s life, there were nine
or ten synagogues, not of any great architectural note, most of them being simple wooden
structures, but they were open every day from early in the morning until late into the

evening.”

(Mordechai Zev Reisen, Mispar hayyai [Story of my life], in Scharfstein, pp. 2-3).
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TEXT 2:

“Al agree that the market is the heart of the shtetl, because the coming-and-going and
bustle there went on round the clock. It was the source of life, plenty, livelihood. There
was no end of shops, noise, tumult, crowds of Jews bumping into one another and being
bumped, and the prodding of the carts left and right. . . . Most of the houses did not have
wooden floors—we’re talking about the houses of the poor—and they walked on bare
earth, which they would daub every Sabbath eve with reddish clay or paint it red, with
stripes of another color around it. In the homes of the well-to-do, there were smooth,
varnished wooden floors covered with a variety of rugs, according to the owners” means.
The water barrel stood in the kitchen or in the entranceway to the kitchen, and every day
the water carrier would come with his cart and fill up the barrel from his bucket. . . . Side
roads radiated out from the market; here were the homes of the artisans, the laborers, and
the poor. These streets were sometimes given the names of the trades of the people who
lived there: Tailors’ street, Shoemakers’ street, even Musicians’ street. In these side streets
were synagogues and institutions such as the paupers’ hospital, which consisted of a hospital

and a place to sleep for poor travelers, and it was called the ‘Hekdesh’ (charitable trust).”

(Mendele Mokher Seforim, Masa’ot Binyamin ha-shlishi [The travels of Benjamin the Third]
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