THE SHTETL

A shtetl was a small town in Eastern Europe which contained
all the elements of a community: streets, houses, public
buildings, places for trade, for study, and for worship.

But while each shtetl was a little town, the opposite cannot
be said: that each little town was a shtetl. For a shtetl, from
its conception hundreds of years ago until its tragic end in
this century, was more than the sum of its physical
ingredients; it also possessed an additional, intangible
quality which transformed a township into a shtetl—for its
Jewish inhabitants at least.

There are various theories as to what this quality was:
religion, philosophy, style of life, sum of beliefs, or historical
fate. But whatever it was, it was able to tie its inhabitants
to their legendary past, subject them to an inner discipline
and turn their hopes toward a mystical future.



The word shtetl has become a part of our vocabulary.
We know that a majority of the Jewish immigrants to
America came from the shtetl, that Jewish literature grew
out of the shtetl. We use the word to describe a cultural and
social pattern; but what is a shtetl? What did it look like?
What were its essentials?

These are not easy questions to answer. In the course
of time the name became an abstraction, a term that moved
away from its original meaning. Linguistically the word
shtet! is a diminutive of the word shtot, which means “a
town,” and has the same origin as the English word “state.”
Shtetl was thus a little town. But ““a little town’”” is by no
means a shtetl. Shtetl could mean only one thing—a little
town in Eastern Europe, inhabited by Jews, either exclusively
or in its majority. Even in a town where the Jews were in
the minority, their area of concentration still constituted a
shtetl. The population of a shtetl varied from a mere few
hundred to a few thousand. In addition to and apart from the
shtetl, there were still smaller settlements which had re-
ceived an additional diminutive suffix: shtetele, meaning
“little shtetl,” and having no more than a few dozen people.
There is a Yiddish expression which describes these little
places as “‘not bigger than a yawn.”

But the shtetl or the shtetele had to possess the basic,
indispensable elements, without which it would not have
been viable. First was the shul, a house of prayer. It varied
in size and form; it could be an imposing brick or timber
building or simply an ordinary room just large enough for
the congregation of male adults (every Jew over the age of
thirteen). A shul was indispensable. Second was the ritual
bath which, in addition to being a place for general hy-
giene, made Jewish family life possible. Jewish women
could not be wives to their husbands without going through
a number of regulations connected with the ritual bath, for



according to Jewish law, the “purification” of women after
menstruation could be achieved only by a ritual bath. Third
was the cheder, a primary school for the youngest children.
Depending on its size, a shtetl could also have a yeshivah,
a school of higher learning.

Also required was the ritual slaughterer, because di-
etary laws, one of the foundations of Jewish life, called for
kosher meat. As for cemeteries, only the larger shtetls could
afford them. In other cases the dead had to be carried to
neighboring towns. But such a cemetery had to be ex-
clusively Jewish. Because it was a holy place, it would have
been unthinkable to have a Jewish section in a general place
of burial, although this practice occurred in other countries.
If the shtetl was particularly small, its inhabitants had to
share with another town not only the cemetery, the shul, the
ritual bath, the ritual slaughterer, but even their melamed
(teacher) for the cheder. In such a situation the little town
was simply called a yishuv, meaning “settlement.”

The center of the shtetl was always the marketplace,
paved and having in its middle a well, or, if more modern,
a pump. The water was drawn either by the inhabitants
themselves or by a professional water carrier. He carried
pails of water to his customers on his shoulders if the shtetl
was small; otherwise, if he could afford a horse, he made
his deliveries storing the water in a big barrel.

Surrounding the marketplace were the houses of the
wealthier Jews. In rare cases these houses were two stories
high, built of brick, usually with balconies or porches.
Houses in the marketplace commonly contained stores.
Some were butcher shops, groceries, hardware and soft
goods stores. Others, on a relatively larger scale, carried a
greater variety of goods and were, accordingly, referred to
as general stores. Except for the marketplace and perhaps
a main street which ran the length of the shtetl and was
paved, the streets, with their shabby wooden houses, were
covered with dust in dry weather and deep in mud when it
rained. Men and women wore boots, not for fashion, but
out of necessity.

For a very long time the only street lighting at night



was the moon, assuming, of course, that the sky was clear
and the moon was in its right phase. Those who ventured
out on cloudy nights or when the moon was new had to
carry their own candles or lanterns.

As mentioned earlier, most synagogues were simply
places of worship, built in a functional style, with sufficiently
large rooms to accommodate the congregants as well as the
necessary Holy Ark, which was placed against the eastern
wall, in the direction of Jerusalem; the bimah, an elevated
platform where a desk was placed for reading the Torah,
was usually in the center of the room, along with the lec-
tern for the cantor; there were simple, wooden benches for
the worshipers. Very often the only ornaments embellishing
this spartan interior were the Holy Scrolls of the Torah in-
side the Ark, written by a trained scribe on strips of parch-
ment or vellum and sewn together to form a long roll, with
each end wound on a wooden stave. Each scroll was girded
with a strip of silk and robed in a richly decorated mantle.
The edges of the scrolls were supported and protected
by two rollers of hard wood called, like the Torah itself,
Etz Hachaim, “the Tree of Life.” The projecting handles of
the rollers on both sides, or at least the upper ones, were -
usually made of ivory. The scrolls were often surmounted
with silver crowns. The Ark was also frequently adorned
with a silver crown, which symbolized the Crown of Law.
In front of the Ark hung a decorative curtain with religious
symbols.

At this point it should be mentioned that the size and
location of a synagogue were frequently determined by the
regulations and orders of the Christian clergy. A synagogue
could not stand too close to a church because the Jewish
prayers were sure to interfere with the Christian services.
Nor could a synagogue be taller and more imposing than a
church. The discrimination between man and man was ex-
tended to the houses of God. The majority of synagogues
were plain, spartan, ascetic in structure, and pragmatic. But
there were so many exceptions to this rule that they formed
a rule of their own.

History books seldom mention the many synagogues



of stone and brick which were marvels of architecture and
beauty. In 1957 the Architectural Department of the War-
saw Polytechnic in Poland published an extraordinary, al-
most unbelievably beautiful book, Wooden Synagogues,
which contains several hundred photos of timber syna-
gogues in Eastern Europe. These buildings combined the
most interesting architectural forms with a gripping beauty.
Some of them had second stories, beautifully carved towers,
external galleries. The interiors were adorned with paintings
and exquisite carvings. The Jewish artists skillfully avoided
violating the commandment “thou shalt not make images”
by painting and sculpting objects of religious symbolism.

Their work carried the seeds for the future artists, among
them Soutine and Chagall.

Some of the shuls, even the wooden ones, were built
in the form of fortresses, complete with heavy gates that
could be locked from the inside, which served in cases of
hostile attacks and pogroms. At the time of the Ukrainian
massacres in the seventeenth century, the inhabitants of
Jewish settlements saved their lives in these fortresses, pro-
tected by the Holy Scrolls within and by the heavy walls
and defenders on the towers without.

Despite the fact that the shtetl was usually surrounded
by fields, woods, or forests, it was very rare to find trees
and plants in the shtetl itself, every inch of space being
exploited for more useful purposes. Usually after the Sab-
bath meal, the promenade was taken in fields outside the
town, if there was no danger of being harassed by un-
friendly neighbors. A safer walk was in the alleys of the
cemetery, if there was one within reach.

The shtetl was full of animals, mostly poultry: chickens,
geese, ducks; occasionally a home had a calf or a goat. Cats
were the only popular house pets, often given Jewish names
and spoken to in Yiddish. Dogs, because of their temper
and readiness to bite, were considered non-Jewish and
were seldom found in a Jewish household.

When did the shtetl originate? There is no definite an-



swer. Legends are mixed with facts, the legends having the
upper hand. It is customary to assume—assumptions being
a weak substitute for facts—that there were Jewish settle-
ments in Eastern Europe as early as the eighth and ninth
centuries. Some of these settlers may have come from
the south, from the lands of Kiev and Byzantium, and were
reinforced (here we are on shaky ground) by the Khazars.
The Khazars were a Turkish or Finnish tribe that settled in
the lower Volga region after the eighth century and formed
a powerful state. About 800 their king Bulan and 4,000 of
his nobles accepted Judaism. The Khazar state was smashed
by the Russian archduke Yaroslav in 1083, but descendants
of the Khazars probably mixed with Jews of Eastern Euro-
pean origin. Other Jews may have arrived from the west,

merchants from Bohemia and Germany. The only specific
date which emerges is 905, the year when a number of

Jewish traders “helped open the Eastern territories to the
civilization of the West” and when they presumably re-
ceived a charter. A more tangible proof of Jewish presence
in Eastern Europe are Polish coins of the twelfth and thir-
teenth centuries, struck by Jewish mint masters and carry-
ing Hebrew inscriptions. At the same time some villages are
mentioned by such names as Zydow, Zydowo, Sidowo, and
Kozara, the first three meaning “Jewish Settlement,” the
fourth, “Khazar Settlement.”

But all this does not account for the creation of the
shtetl as a unit of Jewish settlement. The shtetl probably
originated in the thirteenth century, when the rulers of vast
parts of Eastern European territories, devastated by the in-
vasion of the Tatars, encouraged an immigration of mer-
chants from the west. This brought a considerable number
of Jews, mostly from Germany, into Eastern Europe for the
first time. It was not only the opportunity for profits that
lured the German Jews into taking “the walking stick” and
moving east; they were prompted by a more pressing
matter: the wave of massacres and pogroms in their Ger-
man homeland, particularly at the time of the Black Death
when Jews were accused of deliberately causing the epi-
demics. (I am using here the word “pogrom,” Russian in



origin, which was first used in English at the time of the
anti-Jewish outbreaks in Russia in 1905; it is a word that
radiates its sordid light in many historical directions.)

The Jews who arrived from Germany brought, apart
from their commercial aptitudes and artisan’s skills, two
essential traits which became the cultural and spiritual
foundation of the future Eastern European Jewish com-
munity: an unlimited devotion to religion, and the Yiddish
language, which at that time was the language of the ma-
jority of the Ashkenazi Jews. (Ashkenazim was the name
given to the German Jews, in contrast to the Sephardim, or
the Jews from Spain.) Yiddish mixed the medieval German
of the Middle Rhine with elements of Hebrew, which pre-
dominated in the religious sphere. After settling in the east,
Yiddish opened widely to the influx of a new important
component—the Slavic.

The history of the Jewish settlers in Poland, Lithuania,
and parts of Russia can be seen in terms of geological up-
heavals, a history which had very brief periods of tran-
quillity, even prosperity, and long periods of misery; short
episodes of tolerance and much longer, uninterrupted pe-
riods of discrimination and violence; accusations of ““dese-
crating Christian Hosts” and the never-ceasing accusation
of Ritual Blood, the allegation that Jews murdered Christians
in order to obtain blood for Passover and other rituals. Ex-
cept for two towns, where the Christian clergy succeeded
in establishing closed and locked ghettos (Lwow and in the
Krakow suburb of Kazimierz), the Jews lived in the shtet-
lech and in special sections in the cities.

It should be kept in mind that the Jews were invited,
with promises of protection that were assured by charters
defining their legal rights and the framework of their legal
employment and freedom. These charters also regulated
legal suits between Jews and non-Jews. The Jews who were
invited by the rulers to develop their backward provinces
found themselves in an environment of illiterate peasants,
half-literate city dwellers, and faced with a church which
had infused into the whole Christian population the belief
that the Jews were the killers of their God. Part of the hos-



tility they encountered therefore had religion as its base.
Other reasons for hostility came somewhat later with the
emergence of native merchants and artisans, with whom the
Jews were economic competitors. As if this were not
enough, we must add the one element which has been at
the root of anti-Semitism at all stages of Jewish history: the
total lack of any real reason whatsoever, indeed the preval-
ence of unreason.

The year 1264 was a memorable one for the Jews in
Poland, for that was the year when the king Bolesaw the
Pious signed the model charter of protection. Seventy years
later another Polish king, who is regarded with special sym-
pathy in Jewish tradition, Kazimierz the Great, signed the
so-called Statute of Kalish, extending the previous charter
to White Russia and Little Poland. Twenty-four years later
it was further extended to embrace the Jews in Lithuania.
But the foundations of these nice-sounding charters were
shaky. They were constantly twisted and limited by suc-
ceeding rulers and, finally in 1454, they were totally abol-
ished.

Despite this capricious wind of tolerance, meager priv-
ilege, and tangible acts of violence, Jewish life continued,
playing an important part in the economy of the Eastern
European countries. During the reigns of two liberal kings,
Sigismund the First and Sigismund Augustus, in the sixteenth
century, conditions were relatively good. But the brief pe-
riod of respite ended in a great and bloody disaster. Half-
way through the seventeenth century the Jews found them-
selves in the middle of a national struggle between the
Polish gentry and the Ukrainian cossacks, led by Hetman
Chmielnicki. Hundreds of Jewish settlements and shtetlech
were wiped out and their inhabitants massacred. At the
same time the Jews in'the west were caught in a war be-
tween the Poles and an invading army from Sweden. The
result was again mass destruction of the population. But in
spite of these difficulties, Jewish life managed to persevere,
caught in the toils of endless persecution, economic re-
strictions, ritual accusations, expulsions, and forced conver-
sions. What may have bolstered the Jews was the persistent



and mystical belief that Poland was not an accidental station
on their path to dispersion, but that it had been selected by
fate. (There were legends that the Jews who were fleeing
from Germany found a heavenly sent key that opened for
them the territories of Eastern Europe.)

Poland was an independent state in union with Lithu-
ania; in the latter part of the eighteenth century, it suffered
a political collapse, and was divided by its three neighbors—
Russia, Austria-Hungary, and Prussia. The shtetl entered into
its final transformation at that time, and its socio-cultural
pattern was stabilized for the next century and a half, till the
end of its existence.

Russia, which seized the biggest slice of Poland, added
hundreds of newly acquired Jewish settlements and town-
ships to its Pale of Settlement, a narrow strip on its western
border where the Jews were allowed to live. The other part
of the Jewish population, incorporated into the Austro-
Hungarian Empire, found itself in Galicia, Bohemia, Sub-
Carpathia, Ruthenia, Bukovina, and Hungary. Jews in the
former Polish province of Posen assimilated with the Prus-
sian Jewish community.

The shtetl became exposed to the forces of different
cultural influences. Like the biblical Jews who were divided
into tribes according to their descent from the son of Jacob,
the Eastern European Jews, still retaining the core of their
traits, now underwent various regional transformations.
They were called Litvaks or Galitzianer, Polishe, Ungarishe,
Russishe, or Rumenishe Yiden according to whether they
came from Lithuania, Galicia, Poland, Hungary, Russia or
Rumania. These names persist till this day.

Everything in the shtetl—not only the people and their
style of life but nature itself—was drawn into the orbit of
Jewishness and endowed with Jewish characteristics. Ani-
mals, even plants, shared in the joys and anxieties of Jewish
holidays. At the approach of the High Holydays, it was said,
“fish trembled in the water” in the rivers of Poland. In the
month of April blossoming trees and bushes were imagined
to be “‘getting ready for Pesach.” Trees standing still looked
“like Jews during the prayer of the Eighteen Blessings.” Trees
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moved by the wind were ““swaying like Jews on the day
of Yom Kippur.” Striped animals were ““wearing prayer
shawls.” Birds were not simply singing, they were singing
zmiroth songs recited after a Sabbath meal. A rooster was
crowing “like a hoarse chazan (cantor).” A goat’s beard
made him look like the rabbi; a sedentary cat was fat, lazy,
and dumb like the wife of the shul’s gabbai (synagogue
trustee). To the writer Shalom Asch the “Weissel”’—the river
Vistula—"'spoke Yiddish.”

Since food fell into the province of special laws, it was
unavoidable that in the shtetl many dishes would originate
in conformance with certain dietary commandments. The
influence of ingredients and recipes coming from neighbor-
ing cuisines also gave rise, in the shtetl, to such traditional
dishes as gefillte fish, a minced fish dish with carrots, onions,
and pepper; chopped herring, a splendid hors d’oeuvre of
herring, apples, onions, and eggs; chopped, broiled chicken
livers with chicken fat, eggs, and onions; goldene yoich
(golden soup), chicken soup eaten by newlywed couples;
chremzlech, a Passover dessert of matzoh flour pancakes
filled with fruit; blintzes (better known among the Polish
and Russian Jews as mlinchkes), pancakes filled with cheese
or meat, folded and fried; latkes, pancakes made of grated
potatoes at the time of the holiday Chanuka; leykach, honey
cake for New Year, when people were supposed to eat
something sweet; lokshen, a special type of noodle, usually
made from eggs and flour; miltz, spleen stuffed with flour
and raw onions; tayglech, a nut, honey, and ginger confec-
tion; tsimmes, a sweet side dish made usually from carrots
and prunes or other dried fruit; and, of course, chulent, a
traditional Sabbath meal prepared the day before (for cook-
ing wasn’t allowed on Sabbath) and made of beans, meat,
potatoes, pearl barley, and sometimes prunes and seasoning.

To this day these dishes symbolize much more than
food; they are symbols of Jewish identity, and very often
the only thread of Jewish heritage for many contemporary
Jews all over the world. Many of the foods were made es-
pecially for the certain holidays (like matzoh for Passover,
Homentaschen for Purim, Kreplach filled with cheese for
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Shevuot), but these prescriptions were not followed rigidly;
most of the holiday dishes became part of the Jewish menu
all year round.

The Jewish style of life affected Jewish clothing too.
Religious commandments called for the Taleth (prayer
shawl) and the Taleth-Koten, a fringed garment worn by all
males, and yarmulkas. Women'’s fashion was particularly af-
fected by religious traditions and customs. Women wore
long skirts, long sleeves, high-buttoned collars. A married
woman had to shave her head and wear a wig, the purpose
being to make herself undesirable to other men; but the
very art of making beautiful wigs defied this purpose, and
the wig became an object of coquetry. Some of the men’s
clothing was influenced by non-Jewish neighbors, like the
fur-trimmed hat (shtraymel) and the long kaftan, both of
which were “borrowed” from the Polish gentry and the
Ukrainians. Strict laws, imposed by the community, checked
extravagance. Black was considered most appropriate for
traditional garb. Incidentally, the first response of Jewish
youth toward secularization was to dispense with traditional
clothing and change into what was called a ““European suit.”

A special and interesting chapter in the story of the
shtetl deals with the professions of its inhabitants. There
were merchants, peddlers, and other middlemen. There was
also a variety of craftsmen—cobblers, tailors, blacksmiths,
glaziers, tanners, hat makers, wood hewers, carpenters,
pitch dealers, teamsters, porters, milkmen, bakers, harness
makers, and more. Tailors and cobblers were more likely to
do repairs than to create new garments or shoes. Manual
workers were generally looked upon with condescension,
but some professions were held to be lower than others.
For example, a water carrier was considered inferior to a
carpenter, a tailor inferior to a watchmaker, for in each case
the latter’s work required brains. Actors and musicians were
regarded with disdain, but here, too, subtle distinctions
reigned. A violin was more respected than a drum, a cello
more than a trumpet.

Apart from these general occupations and professions
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were others—exclusively Jewish. Even here social connota-
tions existed. Rabbis, ritual slaughterers, cantors, scribes,
yeshivah teachers, and mohels (circumcisers) belonged to
theshayne yiden, or the “beautiful Jews.” Of lesser standing
were the shames (beadle or sexton), the cheder-melamed (a
teacher in a primary school), and the belfer (a man who
helped bring the children to school). Still lower were the
Mikva-yid, who served in the ritual bath, psalm sayers (who
were hired to say psalms after a death), El-Mole-Rachmim
makers (who ““worked” in cemeteries saying, for a fee,
prayers over a grave). Matchmakers (love was frowned
upon as a non-Jewish invention), makers of tsitsis (fringed
garments), badchonim (jesters who entertained at wed-
dings), makers of Havdole candles (used with a special
prayer at the end of Sabbath), feather pluckers (women who
plucked freshly slaughtered kosher poultry; the feathers
were used to stuff pillows and eiderdowns) were all
uniquely Jewish occupations.

A shtetl could have professions still lower on the ladder
of respectability. Robbers (who would seldom steal in their
own shtetls, however), horse thieves, an occasional prosti-
tute, living on the outskirts of the shtetl and serving a non-
Jewish clientele, and border smugglers, if the shtetl was
close to a border. Every child knew about these profession-
als and treated them appropriately.

Activity in the shtetl revolved around four or five main
centers: the shul, the ritual bath, the home, the market-
place, and, in a sense, the cemetery.

In the synagogue the people prayed to God, studied the
Talmud, and took part in functions related to the commu-
nity. The public bath played a lesser but nonetheless impor-
tant role; there the people met at least once a week in cir-
cumstances where they appeared before one another “as
God created them,” with none of the artificial distinctions
that defined the social classes. These encounters no doubt
influenced the shaping of the shtetl’s human philosophy.

The home was the secluded cell where the Jew resided
with his family, raising his children for the purpose of “mar-
riage and good deeds,” enjoying dignity and respect, and
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spending happy moments around the table celebrating the
Sabbath, “the foretaste of the world to come,” and other
holidays. The home was not suspended in a vacuum. The
whole community shared in the joys and sorrows, partici-
pated in the bar mitzvahs of the children, came to the wed-
dings and the funerals. But the community was not just a
passive witness; it judged the individual, often expressing
approval or disapproval of his conduct. Indeed, the com-
munity exerted considerable control over the Jew’s life. So
strong was this self-imposed discipline that the shtetl had
no need of a police force; if ever there were victims of
thefts, swindles, or other crimes (murder was almost un-
heard of) complaints were seldom brought before non-
Jewish authorities.

In the home the father was enveloped in respect. The
aim of a family was to have ““naches (joy) from its children.”
It was the dream of each parent to have a son become a
scholar and a daughter the wife of a scholar. Parents raised
and readily helped their children even after they were mar-
ried; but it was considered a tragedy to be helped by them.
And, speaking of children, the shtetl was the birthplace of
the Jewish mother. She hovered over her children, overfeed-
ing them, overcautioning them about their health and safety,
pushing them to study. All this was quite justified in the
hazardous world of the shtetl, where food was scarce, health
was precarious, safety was in constant peril, and studying
was the “crown of life.”” When these motherly character-
istics were carried over into the different conditions of new
countries, the ““Jewish mother”” became irritating and a pest.

The cemetery, in the language of the shtetl, “the House
of Life,” was a place for the dead, but it also played an im-
portant role for the living. The dead were not just memories.
It was believed that deceased relatives and friends were al-
ways waiting in their graves, ready to be of assistance. They
were in a privileged position to help, for they were closer
to the source of divine justice. In time of distress, sickness,
epidemics, pogroms, and even bankruptcy, it was custom-
ary to run to the cemetery, cry at the graves of the more
pious and, therefore, more influential dead, and ask their
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help. Dead relatives were also invited to weddings and other
joyful events.

Of course, the marketplace was exceedingly important
in the life of the shtetl. Here was the source of its livelihood.
Here the Jews, who always lived amongst themselves, came
in contact with their non-Jewish neighbors. Here the peas-
ants of the neighboring villages came to sell their products,
buy urban products from the Jews, and use the services of
the Jewish artisans. In the course of centuries this contact
was seldom of lasting duration or of profound value. The
relationship usually remained on the level of mutual dis-
trust. To the Jew, the non-Jew was the symbol of raw
instinct, of physical power and primitive reflexes. To the
peasant, the Jew represented slyness, brains, and, most of
all, religious heresy. The peasant’s life was dominated by
churches and chapels, by figures erected on the crossroads
symbolizing God, the Mother of God, and the saints—all of
them in concrete human shapes. In this respect the Jews
were a complete mystery since the peasant could see no
evidence of a Jewish God. He may have ventured to cast a
glance through the window of a shul where he saw no
statues of divinity. Instead of holy pictures, the Jew had
mysterious mezuzahs on the door post of his home. The
peasant saw a Jew praying, wrapped in an exotic shawl,
wearing a little black box on his forehead and arm; he heard
strange words muttered in a dark language. This unknown
created the usual fear and hatred.

There were instances when a non-Jew would be in-
vited to a Jewish home for a festival or a wedding. It also
happened that a wandering Jewish peddler, looking for bar-
gains in the villages, would stay overnight in a non-Jewish
farm. But these instances did not mean very much. The
marketplace, the stage for contacts, could also become the
breeding spot for bloody riots.

Much has been written about Jewish humor. The mis-
take most often committed is to see it as ““a thing in itself,”
instead of viewing it in perspective against the background
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of the shtetl. The Jew, faced with the non-Jewish hostile
world, had to acknowledge its physical superiority—how
could he deny it?—but he could denigrate it intellectually.
He had no way of answering violence with violence, so
he chose as his weapon the “fist of humor.” A pathetic
weapon? But the only one available: “One day a peasant
asked his Jewish neighbor: why is it that Jews are so clever?
““Because we eat a special sort of herring,” replied the Jew.
“Would | become clever if | ate a piece of that herring?”
““Sure, but it’s very expensive. It costs a hundred rubles a
piece.” A hundred rubles was a fortune, but the peasant
paid the price. As soon as he took the first bite, he ex-
claimed, “but it’s just an ordinary herring. | can get it for a
kopeck.” “You see,” replied the Jew, ““you hardly tasted it
and you are already wiser than before.”

There are thousands of these little stories in which the
weak but clever Jew outsmarts the strong goy. Some believe
the source of all these jokes was the biblical Book of
Esther, in which the wise Mordechai saved his fellow Jews
in ancient Persia from extermination planned by the power-
ful but brainless Haman. If this was the grandfather of Jew-
ish humor, then all the rest of the Jewish jokes are its
descendants; in the precarious condition of the Jews in the
marketplace and their dangerous physical contact with the
goy, it was comforting to them to keep in mind the story
of the wise Mordechai and the shameful end of the wicked
Haman.

The fact that the shtetl came to an end in the gas
chambers of Auschwitz and Treblinka has tinted much of
the attitude of those who write on this subject. Even those
who have endeavored the almost impossible task of remain-
ing neutral have not avoided a certain subjectivity. Others
have consciously seen the life of the shtetl in terms of
holiness.

The shtetl, they claim, was attached to eternity, to God,
and unaffected by the outside world. The shtetl was not a
place where the Jews chose to live, but a temporary stage
on which they were placed to perform His divine will. The
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struggle for physical existence had one purpose only: to
preserve the life of the spirit. The main function was to serve
God; the only hope was the coming of the Messiah. The
commercial dealings, the manual work, the fight for daily
bread, were no more than the frame which held together
the content; and the content was the spirit. The laws of the
country, even the privileges given by the rulers, were only
means to sustain existence. Life was lived, not by the rules
from outside, but by inner discipline, and this discipline
made the individual responsible to the sole judge, God. The
relation with God was overwhelming and intimate. It had
begun with the Covenant of Abraham, and it continued, in
its pure and unadulterated form, for the succeeding genera-
tions.

The Jew’s relation with God consisted of direct deal-
ings, prayers, rituals, or fasting and permeated every aspect
of daily life, from the moment of getting up in the morning
until bedtime, from the moment of birth till the moment of
death. It also “acted” in the hours of sleep and extended
over the grave. The week has seven days; six of them were
given to prepare for the seventh, the day of Sabbath. The
seventh day was considered a sample of the life to come.

The birth of a male child was a reason for joy, for it
was the fulfillment of the promise of the continuation of
the Jewish people. On the eighth day the child was cir-
cumcised, a mark of the covenant between Abraham and
God. At the age of three he was carried, wrapped in a prayer
shawl, to the cheder, where he began the long journey of
education. At thirteen he became bar mitzvah, which meant
that from then on all his good deeds and sins would no
longer be charged to the account of his father. The birth of
a girl also was a reason for joy, though to a lesser extent. She
didn’t count as much as a boy (in his daily prayers each Jew
thanked the Creator for not having made him a woman), but
as she would become the wife of a Jew, she would, indi-
rectly, have a part in the purpose of this world. Each step
in life was taken in harmony with a general pattern. When
a man died he ““gathered into his ancestors.”
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The shtetl was a place of sacredness. Each shtetl ac-
tually called itself kehilla kedosha—a holy community. (In
official documents of the community organizations the
name of each shtetl was preceded by the two letters k.k.—
kehilla kedosha. And so it was never simply Radom, Rowno,
or Tarnow, but k.k. Radom, k.k. Rowno, etc.) “The world,”
says the distinguished Jewish theologian and philosopher
Abraham Joshua Heschel, ““was important because houses

of study existed in it . . . Their life was oriented to the
spiritual and they could therefore ignore its external as-
pects . . . The little Jewish communities in Eastern Europe

were like sacred texts opened before the eyes of God . . .
Study was a technique for sublimating feelings into thought,
for transposing dreams into syllogisms, for expressing grief
in difficult theoretical formulations, and joy—by finding a
solution to a difficult passage in Maimonides.”

The most valuable thing in even the poorest Jewish
home was the bookshelf, filled with holy books. In the
home of a learned man there would be an armoire filled
with volumes bound in leather and stamped with gilded
letters; in the house of a pauper there would at least be a
prayer book and, probably, a book of psalms. While the
great majority of the outside world’s citizens—Xkings, their
gentry, even some of the clergy—could neither read nor
write, every Jewish child at the age of three began learning
the alphabet.

Even the most ardent of these ‘“‘sanctifiers’” of the
shtetl would not deny that life there was poor, destitute,
bordering on misery. But this, they say, was only the outer
shell. Inside each shtetl was a kingdom of the spirit. They
may also admit that the subject of study often was irrelevant
to one’s life, that offering sacrifices in the biblical Temple
or studying ancient agricultural laws had no relationship to
the present. But this was not the point. Study was never
done for practical purposes. It “provided the double joy:
the joy of recreation and the opportunity to escape from
the world.”

Such is the attitude of those who see the shtetl in terms
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of holiness. But how true is it? Indeed, how impervious was
Jewish life to the environment, and how long did this im-
perviousness last? How true is it that all the Jews in Eastern
Europe were concerned, not with how to exist, but with
the essence and purpose of existence?

The question is not whether the shtetl was a holy text
or not, but rather whether the inhabitants themselves ac-
cepted it as such. Did they consider themselves happy with
their role of being a part of this life of holiness without
regard to the position they were assigned? Were the poor,
the proste yiden or “simple Jews,” as content with their
poverty as the rich were with their wealth? Was everybody
content, not only with the place in society assigned to him
by God, but with God himself?

Those who differ strongly with the view of the “sancti-
fiers” admit that many of the fine qualities attributed to the
shtetl did exist, but that these qualities should be viewed
with less romanticism. Scholarship was one of the founda-
tions of the shtetl’s life, but was not scholasticism a better
term? It is true that the shtetl was surrounded by an ocean
of illiteracy, with the peasants and gentry unable to read or
write while each Jewish child was launched on the road of
education, starting with the Hebrew alphabet and moving
to the complexities of law and ancient philosophy; but to
be fair, stress has to be placed on the word ““ancient’”” rather
than on the word ““philosophy.” Critics point to the shtetl’s
total detachment from actual life. A spiritual kingdom? Per-
haps. But a bizarre monarchy, suspended in a void.

As for the inner structure of the shtetl, it was hardly
a picture of harmony. It was socially divided: the wealthy
versus the poor, the learned versus the humble, those who
were ‘“soaked” in yichus, or “prestige,” versus the pariahs.
True, the gap between the social groups inside was rela-
tively narrower than the gap which separated them from
the outside world. The man who was rich, a man of leisure
in the shtetl, might be considered a pauper if judged by
the standards of the world outside. But the shtetl was per-
haps the only place in the world where a division ex-
isted between “beautiful’”” and "’simple’’—shayne yiden and
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proste yiden. “Beautiful” was by no means an esthetic
quality. A “beautiful Jew” might be lame, one-eyed, and
hunchbacked but maintain a high position in the commun-
ity, his prominence due either to material possession or
to learning, or both. The proste yiden were the opposite—
the poor, the uneducated, the manual laborers, and the
beggars.

Strangely enough, despite the ““kingdom of spirit,”” or
perhaps because of it, this social stratification was most
visible in the one place where everybody was supposed to
be equal before God: the shul. Here the seating of the con-
gregation was arranged in a way that clearly reflected the
social position of every worshiper. The honored eastern
wall, against which the Holy Ark stood, was reserved for
the most prominent and respected. The shayne yiden oc-
cupied the seats close to the Holy Scrolls. Behind them sat
the ordinary Jewish balebatim (householders), and far, far
behind were the proste.

Learning was held in high esteem. The dream of a
wealthy merchant was to marry his daughter to an out-
standing scholar, a destitute but brilliant yeshivah student.
But, as a consequence, this respect for spiritual values
created disdain for those—tailors, shoemakers, blacksmiths
—who earned their living with their hands. Sometimes there
were separate shuls for artisans and craftsmen in order not
to mix the shayne with the proste.

To suppose that the proste yiden stoically accepted
their lot would deprive them of an elementary degree of
social patience, human dignity, and their proverbial sense of
humor. There were no uprisings, no barricades, no Bastille-
like stormings of the eastern wall in the shul, such violence
having no place in the shtetl’s pattern. But the spirit of
rebellion was there, and it found its outlets in the shtetl’s
folklore, humor, proverbs, sayings, and folk songs.

To live in misery, to be threatened with constant peril,
and at the same time to be told that they were the Chosen
People was grotesque for the Jews of the shtetl. Even the
most serious man was tempted to see ‘“chosen’” as a ques-
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tionable compliment, bordering on the absurd. He could
easily discover a whole series of similar incongruities. If
“’chosen” could be accompanied by misery, then perhaps
learning could go with vanity, piety with bigotry, wealth
with lesser virtues.

Normally, questions like these could trigger a wave of
skepticism, disbelief, and open opposition; but in the con-
ditions of the shtetl skepticism was funneled into more
peaceful though thorny channels: witticisms and satire. It
is enough to skim the surface of Jewish folklore to discover
a wealth of such material. One of the classic anecdotes born
in the shtetl contains enough spice to comprise a whole
Communist Manifesto.

It is a variation on a biblical story and has three parts.
Part one is a summary of the episode: after spending forty
days and nights on the mountain of Sinai, Moses came down
to present the Children of Israel with the two tablets con-
taining the Ten Commandments. But here, to his shock, he
saw the Israelites dancing around a Golden Calf. In dismay
Moses threw the tablets to the ground, breaking them into
fragments.

Part two tells us that the Tablets broke in such a way that
some fragments contained the words ‘“thou shalt not”
while others contained the words “’kill,”” “steal ”” or “commit
adultery.” Seeing these fragments, the Children of Israel be-
gan gathering them up; and it happened some got hold of
the words ““thou shalt not” while the others picked up
“steal” and “’kill.”” Those who got ““thou shalt not”” became
the future proste yiden, and those with “steal” and “’kill”
became the shayne yiden,

Part three says, when the Messiah comes the broken
fragments will reunite and it will again be ““thou shalt not
steal,” ““thou shalt not kill.”

The anecdote, explaining the origin of the privileged
and the paupers in the shtetl, may not be as brief as the
usual Jewish joke, but it is loaded with social dynamite. Part
three may mellow the spice of part two, crowning it with
the ultimate vision of the Messiah, but it doesn’t erase the
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account of the origin of the shayne yiden.

These signs of dissatisfaction contradict the belief, held
by some writers of Jewish history, that “with all the chaos
around, inside was a system of order.” The shakiness of the
order found its expression not only in folklore, but in a much
wider and more serious outlet—the great religious and later
secular dissents.

Shtetl humor abounds in hundreds of such stories,
which always have two protagonists, a rich man and a beg-
gar, a pious man and a simple believer, a learned man and
an unlearned one. The wealthy man is always presented as a
glutton or miser whereas the poor is warm and wise; the
pious is a bigot and the simple believer is honest and
straight; the learned is devious and a hypocrite while the
unlearned is pure and virtuous. None of these anecdotes
calls for a revolution. They have a tepid temperature of
good-natured derision, but even the mockery, mild as it is,
points to a sharp social awareness.

The shtetl immortalized living symbols of social rebels.
Its folklore lists a number of pranksters who, like Robin
Hood or Till Eulenspigel, ridiculed the rich and the mighty.
There are enough delightful tales about them to fill volumes.
The same spirit of discontent gave birth to another form of
social indignation, hundreds of sharp and thorny sayings,
many directed against the rich. “The rich man’s foolishness
is more admired than the poor man’s wisdom.” “A foolish
rich man is still a lord.” ““The rich man has his brain in the
wallet.” Or, in the same vein, a rather weak consolation,
“Shrouds have no pockets.” Spears against bigots are
sharper. “The tavern cannot corrupt the good man, the
synagogue cannot reform the bad one.” “The rabbi drains
the bottle and tells others to be dry.”” “Better good than
pious.” ““Don’t fast and don’t steal.” “Better a Jew without
a beard than a beard without a Jew.” “The nearer the shul,
the further from God.”

It was almost unavoidable that God himself would
come in for some cautious evaluation. After all, the Jews suf-
fered on His behalf; surely they were entitled to some in-
timacy, to get a little angry, even sarcastic. “If God were
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living on earth people would break his windows.” ““God is
a giver; if He doesn’t give a sickness, He will certainly give a
disease.” “God is an honest repayer—but He is in no hurry.”
“’God loves the poor but helps the rich.” Then a direct state-
ment: “You created a world—such a year on me; You rule
it—such a year on my enemies.”

Though for centuries God had remained in the hands
of scholars who kept Him in an area of abstract study, mak-
ing Him unapproachable, the middle of the eighteenth
century saw the emergence of a religious movement that
demanded a renewal of the intimacy with God. The shtetl’s
inhabitants wanted a new way of belief and a rebirth of
enthusiasm. The stagnant way of learning became an obsta-
cle. There was an accumulated passion for God and a sup-
pressed ecstasy that was in need of relief. The new move-
ment was called Hasidism, and its founder was a man who
was called the Baal Shem Tov. He preached the simple but
forgotten truth that everybody was equal before God,.the
learned as well as the unlearned. He taught that a pure heart
was superior to study, that the act of prayer was not neces-
sarily the repetition of stagnant phrases or lines from books.
It could be done by singing and dancing. Still more, one
could pray not only with one’s soul, but with one’s body.
The Psalmist’s exclamation, “l pray to you with all my
bones,” meant an end to the division of body and soul; man
regained his entity, the gulf between sacred and profane was
bridged. Now the humble could achieve a total integration
with the divine. Thus the movement of Hasidism came to
be a democratic revolution in which “the poor of the earth”’
were elevated to the level of partners with God.

Hasidism carried the seeds of its own destruction, how-
ever, by creating leaders who called themselves Zadikim
(righteous ones). A number of dynasties of these leaders
emerged, and they fought among themselves for influence
and power; rabbis established themselves as miracle work-
ers and mediators between man and God. This resulted in
another oligarchy, which in turn was attacked by new op-
ponents.

Then another powerful movement appeared, the Has-
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kala, which mocked Hasidism, accusing it of spreading su-
perstitions and paganism. Haskala, which originated in the
west, attempted to turn the face of the shtetl toward the
““world,” to infuse into Jewish life modern philosophy and
modern thought, to relieve education from the ““chains” of
theology and begin the teaching of secular subjects, to do
away with escapism, to accept life as it was. The followers
of Haskala wanted to change Jewish life. The slogan of the
Haskala was: “Be a Jew at home and a man in the street.”
It was a movement of reform, not of assimilation.

Haskala brought forth modern Yiddish literature and
the elevation of Yiddish as a l[anguage. Up till then Yiddish
had been considered jargon, the language of women, and
a helpful means of communicating in day-to-day dealings.
Serious writing was done in Hebrew, which was called
loshen kodesh, ““a holy language.” Those who wished to
reeducate the masses were compelled to use their language,
Yiddish. So an extraordinary thing occurred: the first writers
who used Yiddish as a didactic tool fell under its spell and
transformed its use into a wonderful art. The man who is
called the grandfather of modern Yiddish literature, Men-
dele Moycher Seforim (Shalom Yakov Abramovitch), went
through several stages. He set out to use the despised jargon
for the purpose of satirizing the stagnancy of Jewish life,
but he soon found himself “trapped” in the wonders of the
language. On his way to becoming a sarcastic, condescend-
ing preacher, he became an artist.

Finally, for the first time in the life of the shtetl, there
emerged two big political movements: Zionism and Social-
ism. Both came almost at the same time, and though op-
posed to each other, they were consistent with the shtetl’s
basic beliefs.

Zionism was a movement of temperament rather than
of political logic. It was a state of impatience. It tried to
transform the traditional saying, ““Next year in Jerusalem,”
which every Jew repeated in his daily prayers, from its
Messianic connotation into a political slogan. Today it
would read ““Jerusalem NOW!’ Zionism professed to do
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away with the age-old attraction to the Polish soil, regarding
the Jews’ long period of suffering in Eastern Europe as a vain
struggle of aliens on an alien soil. The shtetl was an escape
from reality, so Zionism proclaimed the escape from the
shtetl—geographically only, without destroying the contents
of the shtetl’s life. The ideal of Zionism was to create a Jewish
state in which one could retain the Jewish virtues without
accepting the world’s vices. Considering Yiddish as a prod-
uct of exile, Zionism rejected it, choosing Hebrew instead
as the tongue of the future state. This would give the feeling
of direct continuation with the days of the Bible, and the
land of the Bible. Thus, Zionism was the fulfillment of the
old divine promise of the Ingathering of the People.

In the beginning the movement seemed more a dream
than an attainable reality; it therefore attracted only a few
of the educated. The Jewish masses were less patient. “Mes-
siah NOW’’ was not sufficient; the call should sound out
“Messiah NOW and RIGHT HERE.” Another political move-
ment therefore appeared, the Jewish socialist movement
which called itself Bund.

Bund spread among the poor, among those to whom
deliverance was an urgent need. Its teachings were attrac-
tive, for they sounded practical: deliverance was not a mat-
ter for the future, but for the present. The Messiah was not
waiting for the divine sign to start riding toward Jerusalem
on his white donkey. He lived in the hearts of all men, and
they could bring their deliverance upon themselves.

While studying the teachings of Marx and Engels, Las-
sale and Medem, the Jewish poor in the shtetl saw how
smoothly the new teachings fitted into the words of the
ancient prophets. “You have nothing to lose but your
chains.” ““Workers of all countries, unite.” “No more wars.”
Wasn't it exactly what the prophet meant when he talked
about lions lying down with lambs, and of beating swords
into plowshares? Many of the young Bundists from the
crowded, poor streets of the shtetl, educated on the Tal-
mud, didn’t actually have such a long way to go. Later, when
the Bund became a powerful party with its own candidates
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for the Polish parliament and municipal bodies, thousands
of religious Jews gave their votes to those ““godless social-
ists.” They were not frightened of the sharp slogans, for they
sounded familiar. They had heard them from the prophets.

More important, Jewish socialism did not reject Yid-
dish. There was no need to make an acrobatic jump of two
thousand years to attach oneself to biblical ancestors, to
renounce one’s tongue. The emerging Yiddish literature
demonstrated that this language was no jargon; it took its
place beside the other languages of the world.

At the end of the nineteenth century the shtetl opened
up to ideas that generated from its inner life and were in-
fluenced by mysticism, Hasidism, Haskala, Zionism, and
Bundism. The old shtetl began to change radically under the
impact of often contradictory forces.

It was at this time that two million Jews from Eastern
Europe, driven by pogroms and political and economic op-
pressions, began a large-scale emigration to the West,
mostly to the United States. Sometimes shtetls, with their
total populations, boarded grim cattle ships in order to
reach the ““gold-paved” streets of New York. Here they
first went through the hell of Castle Garden to discover that
the promised gold was sweat and tears; but the consolation
was freedom. In the new country they realized that the
shtetl had accompanied them. Neighbors who had come
before them had created a substitute for the shtetl, which
they called landsmanshaft. "Members called themselves

‘brethren. If a man came from the shtetl Radzymin, he would
found a society of Radzyminer; if he came from a still smaller
and obscure place like Frampol, he instantly became a Fram-
poler. A landsmanshaft was not the same as a shtetl, but
from now on he knew that he would be surrounded by his
old neighbors who would come to his children’s bar mitz-
vahs, would visit in the hospital, would help him, if neces-
sary, with a loan; and after a hundred and twenty years, he
would come to rest, not just among Jews, but among his
townsmen.

Meanwhile, in Eastern Europe the First World War
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ended with the Bolshevik Revolution and the rebirth of an
independent Poland. The Revolution brought an end to the
Pale of Settlement; from then on Jews could live where
they pleased. But the Revolution also brought an end to the
socio-cultural structure of the shtetl. The new order realized
some of the shtetl’s old hopes, but it augmented its fears,
too. The new rulers forced upon it a new life, destroying its
structure, uprooting its ideas, trampling upon its old values.
For the Jews caught in the new regime the order was a
’culture—national in form and socialist in content.” Years
later came the annihilation of Jewish life—form and con-
tent—Dby the murderous terror of Stalin, under the guise of
the promises of the Revolution.

Between the two world wars Jewish life went through
a period of amazing renaissance in independent Poland, a
period never experienced before except perhaps in Spain.
Never before was the cultural life so rich. Yiddish literature
flourished; for the first time Jewish political parties became
a power in the political constellation of the country. Jewish
life seemed to dig deeper roots than ever before. The Jewish
masses achieved highest standards of education. While the
parents and grandparents were still flocking to the ““courts”
of their Hasidic rabbis—to Kotzk, Ger, Kozhenitz, or Skerne-
vitz—their children discovered a new kind of Zadikim. The
books were no longer Sefer Chasidim (the Book of the
Righteous) of Rabeynu Yehuda Hachasid, the Shevet Musar
(Rod of Reproof) of Reb Eliyohu ben Abraham Hakohen, or
Likutei Mohoran (Excerpts of Reb Nachman) by Reb Nach-
man Bratzlaver. The new books were Das Kapital of Marx,
Fields, Factories and Workshops by Piotr Alekseyevich Kro-
potkin, Altneuland by Theodor Herzl, and even What is to
be Done? by Lenin.

As a rule, only the leaders and a few intellectuals could
get into the profound depths of these books. The young
men and women had the same awe for these formidable-
sounding books as their fathers had had for theirs. For the
first time the marketplace in the shtetl was not the sole
meeting place between Jews and non-Jews. The streets in
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the larger cities saw tens of thousands of Jewish workers
marching in solidarity with Polish workers, displaying the
same red flags—isn’t blood of the same color?—and sing-
ing songs different in language but of identical content:
““Brethren and sisters of misery and toil.”

Over the border, in the west, a man with a ridiculous
mustache was preparing the shtetl’s Final Solution.

Those who denigrate the shtetl as archaic commit the
error of applying the standards of today to the times of yes-
teryear, standards of industrial and material societies to a
society which ignored material values, cherishing those of
the spirit. For how can we even try to share the beliefs of
those to whom belief was the foundation of existence?

It often seems that the life style of the shtetl was of
such uniqueness that it was made up of hieroglyphics acces-
sible only to those initiated in the art of decoding. But this
is hardly true. The most Jewish of all the Jewish writers,
Sholom Aleichem, was completely engulfed in the shtetl’s
life. All his characters are drawn from the shtetl, its tradi-
tions, customs, conventions, idioms, gestures, and super-
stitions. Accordingly, he should remain inaccessible to any-
body who has not been totally familiar with this jungle
of symbols. Yet the works of Sholom Aleichem have been
translated into languages not only geographically close to
the shtetl, Russian, Polish, French, German, and English, but
also translated, read, and loved by readers as far away as
China. Fiddler on the Roof, drawn from his central work
Tevye the Dairyman, was played before Catholic nuns in
New York, Hindus in London, and Japanese in Tokyo. Black
kids from a high school in Brooklyn played with wonderful
affinity the characters of Tevye, Golda, and Chava; their
parents laughed and cried along with the inhabitants of the
Yiddish shtetl of Anatevka who became dear to the hearts
of audiences around the world.

““Heart” is a word which we have learned to regard with
suspicion, but this, too, was one of the underlying qualities
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of the shtetl. A great compliment one could pay in a shtetl
was to say that a man had ““a Jewish head.” But a still greater
compliment was that he had ‘“a Jewish heart.” This was the
prevailing sentiment in that extinguished world: kindness,
sympathy to the poor, to the children, the weak, and the
insulted. Despite their social differences, the inhabitants of
the shtetl were all “little people,” kleine menschelech. This
was the title of the first novel of Mendele Moycher Seforim,
and it is no accident that this novel has been accepted as
the foundation of modern Yiddish literature. It also explains,
perhaps, why these “little people’” have such an appeal to
the people of the wide world. ‘

On all its torturous stages, life in the shtetl went
through a cavalcade of changes: from a total obedience to
God, to mysticism and Hasidism, to Haskala or Zionism or
Socialism or Communism or Anarchism. These changes
were not genetic mutations but part of an evolution. The
same Covenant of Abraham made in times of legend ran
repeatedly through all the transformations into the future.
The old forms were crumbling, but those who had ““an eye
to see and heart to feel” knew that the new forms would
always emerge with the core intact.

It can be said that up to the last moment of its terrible
death, the shtetl preserved the innocence it possessed at its
beginning. The Jews who had arrived seven or eight hun-
dred years earlier believed that the earth where they came
to settle down was chosen for them by their God. ‘/Polen”
to settle down was chosen for them by their God. Poland,
in Yiddish ““Polen,” was composed of the two Hebrew
words: po and lin—"here shall we spend the night.” No-
body could have forseen that this phrase which expressed
so much hope could materialize in such an appalling way.

That it would mean “Night” in its most horrible sense.



