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Rationale

“Wherever you go, there’s always someone Jewish.” Or so says the popular camp

song. It tells us that “Some Jews wear hats, and some Jews wear sombreros and some wear

k’fias to keep out the sun. Some Jews live on rice, and some live on potatoes, or waffles,

falafels, or hamburger buns.”1 It speaks of Jews living miles apart, in Amsterdam,

Disneyland, and even Tel Aviv. Through its catchy tune and memorable lyrics, this song

reminds us that Jews live all over the world, in communities near and far. It helps us to

remember that though we may look different from one another, eat different foods, and

have different traditions, we are all Jews.

Dr. Rachel Adler explains that “The Jewishness we are transmitting is a living thing.

We reshape it as we transmit it. Our children see us rethinking, reacting to what affects us

as Jews and as American Jews, learning a kind of fluidity and cultural authority that belongs

to transmitters…”2 Dr. Adler helps to show us that culture is dynamic and ever-evolving,

and reminds us that those people who transmit culture have a role in its continual

reformation. As we have learned, Jews live in all corners of the world, and thus their

Judaism may take on elements of their dominant host cultures. Jewish culture, then,

becomes the interaction of individual Jews with their surrounding culture.

Designed for use in a congregational religious school, this curriculum guide seeks to

engage high school students in the question of how an external, regional culture may or

1 Larry Milder, “Wherever You Go,” in The Complete Shireinu, ed. Joel Eglash et al. (New York:

Transcontinental Music Publications, 2001), 215.
2 Vincent Cheng, Inauthentic: The Anxiety Over Culture and Identity (New Brunswick, New Jersey, and London:

Rudgers University Press, 2004), 180.
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may not influence Judaism (the core theological beliefs of the religious system), Jewishness

(the historical facts and collective memory of the Jewish people), and Jewry (the

sociological facts pertaining to the Jewish community).3 The content of this course aims to

explore the elements of Jewish culture in four worldwide communities on four different

continents: India, Russia, Argentina, and the United States of America.

In this course, units will be divided by community. Each unit will ask students to

delve into the community’s culture through some combination of the five themes of history,

food, art, literature, and special customs. The curriculum showcases a very “hands-on”

approach to education; in each class session, students will learn through doing. Sessions

will include group research, construction of time lines, peer-to-peer teaching, cooking,

writing, participation in unique cultural Jewish rituals (e.g. an Indian-Jewish Malida

Ceremony), and the creation of visual arts. This approach will accommodate the needs of a

variety of learners, and allow students to make a personal connection with potentially

foreign material.

The course’s cumulative assessment will take place in a final reflective unit that

bridges the gap between the widespread array of worldwide Jewish cultural customs and

the Jewish culture that students find here, in America. In addition, students will engage

with the question of how technology has or has not affected Jewish culture in today’s global

community; does it highlight the differences between communities or does it enable global

cultural exchange? Through the study of alternative expressions of Judaism, different

visions of Jewishness, and the diverse faces of worldwide Jewry, each student will be

3 Michael Rosenak, “Education for Jewish Identification,” Forum on the Jewish People, Zionism, and Israel

(Winter 1978): 122.
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equipped to consider how life in America has, or has not, shaped his/her vision of Jewish

life. In studying the other, students will be compelled to learn about themselves. Thus, the

culminating project will ask students to identify artifacts that represent the synthesis of

Judaism and American culture in their own lives.

As teenagers navigate the seemingly treacherous waters of high school, they are

often simultaneously engaged in a search for self-understanding. As they mature from

adolescents to young adults, teenagers frequently struggle to form their individual

identities and distinguish themselves from their peers. This course stresses the importance

of individual identity and personal choice as students study the vast array of “Jewish

identity packages”4 found throughout the world, while at the same time taking comfort in

the fact that “when you’re not home and you’re somewhere kind of “newish” the odds are,

don’t look far, cause they’re Jewish too.”5

4 A term coined by Professor Tali Zelkowicz
5 Larry Milder, “Wherever You Go,” in The Complete Shireinu, ed. Joel Eglash et al. (New York:

Transcontinental Music Publications, 2001), 215.
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Letter to the Teacher

Dear Teacher,

You are about to embark upon a journey that will take you near and far, to Jewish

communities around the globe! This curriculum guide is meant to help you navigate your

way through these communities as you and your students study their unique histories,

foods, artistic expressions, literature, and special communal customs. Each community that

you study will have some combination of the aforementioned cultural elements to explore

and unpack. The suggested activities are meant to provide authentic cultural experiences to

students, and therefore often ask them to think as sociologists and anthropologists.

Before you embark on your journey, however, I’d like to go over a few items on your

“packing list” to ensure that you have everything you need for a successful voyage.

Structure:

The countries that you and your students will be studying include India, Russia,

Argentina, and of course, the United States of America. These countries were selected to

serve as representatives of the innumerable Jewish communities worldwide. Therefore,

you may use the following curriculum guide as a template by which to study other

communities. Perhaps your community has a strong Persian influence; if so, you might

want to consider adding Iran to your list of communities. If you want to teach about the

unique experiences of Jews in Africa, you may want to consider studying Ethiopia or

Morocco. The possibilities are endless, so please do not feel limited by the four

communities you find in this guide!

The course is ordered in such a way that it begins with a discussion of each student’s

Jewish journey, and an introduction to the concept of identity formation. Here, students

will become acquainted with the idea that identity is fluid and ever-changing; we each have

a hand in shaping Jewish life as we live it.

The four core content units are ordered in the following way: India, Russia,

Argentina, and the United States of America. They were purposefully arranged this way so

that students would start with the most foreign of cultures (India) and move closer to

home, finally concluding with the United States. Though it may seem as though Russia is

psychologically “closer to home” than Argentina, you will find that Argentina’s Jewish

community was, in a sense, transplanted from Russia as a result of anti-Semitism; it is

therefore impossible to fully understand Argentina’s Jewish community without first

studying Russia.
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The course concludes with a more in-depth look at each student’s Jewish identity, as

they have come to understand it throughout the course of their studies this year. It will ask

students to construct their individual “Jewish Identity Packages” and contemplate why they

should be considered authentic expressions of Judaism.

Organization of the Curriculum Guide:

This guide is organized into six units. Before each lesson you will find an overview of

the unit, which includes the course enduring understandings, the unit enduring

understandings, the unit goals, and the unit objectives. Each lesson plan includes a list of

materials needed for the lesson. Wherever possible, I have provided links to articles, video

clips, and other resources. Other materials listed may be found in the resource section that

you will find at the end of each unit.

Assessments:

You will find that each unit includes a variety of forms of assessment embedded

within the course of each lesson. Two assessments that run throughout the entire course

are the cookbook and the chart.

In the Indian, Russian, and American units, you will find a lesson that relates to food

in some way. The unit on Indian Jews teaches about food within the context of the Malida

Ceremony. The Russian unit provides recipes, but asks students to research their origins to

add narrative to the cookbook. The American unit requires students to do a bit of

“homework”—they must find family recipes that they consider to be “Jewish American

cuisine,” bring in the recipe to share with the class, and provide samples for a class taste-

testing. You, as the teacher, will be responsible for compiling all of these recipes into a

“Cultural Cookbook” for students to take home at the end of the course.

In addition, you will find a chart that will serve as the on-going assessment tool for

the course. This chart asks students to examine the elements that are unique to each Jewish

community, and analyze how each category is influenced by the surrounding host culture.

Though each lesson does not specifically include this as an activity, a few minutes should be

allotted at the end of each class session for students to fill out the appropriate spaces in

their charts.

The final assessment piece will take place during the penultimate class session.

Directions for the “living museum” can be found in the lesson plans of Unit 6: My Jewish

Identity—Part 2, however, it will be important for you, as the teacher, to invite guests to

tour the exhibits.
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Combined Lesson Plans:

At various times throughout the curriculum guide, I have specified that a particular

lesson plan should be divided into two class sessions. It is my recommendation that the

classes be divided as follows:

1. India Lessons 3 & 4: In these lessons, students will be learning about illuminated

ketubot and then will be asked to create an illuminated manuscript of their. Here,

the lessons should be divided between Activities 2 and 3, enabling students to spend

an entire class period creating their illuminated manuscripts.

2. India Lessons 5 & 6: These lessons represent the preparation for, and the

participation in, the Malida Ceremony. The lesson should be divided between

Activities 4 and 5. Activities 1-4 include learning about the ceremony and preparing

for the ceremony, while Activities 5 and 6 include participating in, and debriefing,

the ceremony.

3. Russia Lessons 4 & 5: These lessons focus on the artwork of Marc Chagall. Like the

art lessons of the India unit, the second lesson should be devoted to students

creating their own artwork. Therefore, the lessons should be divided between

Activities 3 and 4.

4. Argentina Lessons 2 & 3: These lessons explore the differences and similarities

between Ashkenazi and Sephardi Jewish communities, both of which are found in

Argentina. The Set Induction and Activity 1 provide background information on the

communities, and ask students to research the communities further. The remaining

activities represent tangible examples of the differences between the communities,

recipes for charoset. The lessons should therefore be divided between Activities 1

and 2.

5. United States of America Lessons 3 & 4: These lessons focus on the Jewish influence

on, and presence in, media (TV and film). Activities 1 and 2 illustrate the changing

portrayals of Jews in American media, while Activity 3 asks the students to produce

their own films. The entirety of Lesson 4 should be devoted to the production of

these short films.

Memorable Moments:

Depending on the decision you make as the teacher of this course, there are two or

three Memorable Moments in the curriculum guide. The first takes place in the India Unit,

during Lesson 6 for the Malida Ceremony. The second (and possibly third) memorable

moments will occur in the United States of America Unit, Lessons 5 and 6. During Lesson 5,
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students will hold a Freedom Seder, using the haggadot from the original Freedom Seder in

1969. Lesson 6 will ask students to rewrite sections of the Seder to discuss our modern day

“pharaohs.” As the teacher, you will have the opportunity to invite guests from the

community to participate in these lessons. You may choose to invite guests to all three

events, or you might choose to include guests for only one of the two Seders. Including

family members and other guests in the community in these learning experiences will

enhance the content of the lessons, making them truly memorable moments for the

students!

It is important to note that should you decide to hold the Freedom Seder, the Shalom

Center asks that you make a (tax-deductible) donation to The Shalom Center of $18, plus $1

for every participant in your Seder. You may contribute online

(http://www.theshalomcenter.org/node/1688), or you can send a check (earmarked “Seder”)

to The Shalom Center, 6711 Lincoln Drive, Philadelphia PA19119.

This curriculum guide is meant to serve as just that, a guide. Please make it your

own –adapt to fit your needs and the needs of your students. But most importantly, have

fun with it! I hope you enjoy your journey! Bon Voyage!

http://www.theshalomcenter.org/node/1688
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Cultural Comparison Chart
1. For each category, identify elements that are unique to that particular Jewish culture.

2. How is each category influenced by the surrounding culture?

India Russia Argentina USA

History

Food

Literature

Art

Special Customs

Integration,

Differentiation, or

Synthesis?

Things I would like

to explore further….
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Unit 1: My Jewish Identity—Part 1

Course Enduring Understandings:

 Wherever Jewish communities exist, Jews respond by adapting and/or rejecting

elements of the surrounding culture.

 Many core Jewish values and practices endure regardless of external culture.

 Worldwide Jewish communities illustrate the multiplicity of authentic, legitimate,

and authoritative expressions of Judaism.

 Art, food, literature, and unique communal customs serve as both storyteller and

memory-keeper for worldwide Jewish communities.

Unit Enduring Understandings:
 Identity formation is an ongoing, fluid process that is in continual evolution.

 Each person’s Jewish identity package represents a unique and authentic expression

of Judaism and Jewish life.

Unit Goals:
 To encourage students to explore and reflect upon their own Jewish journeys

 To introduce the concept of identity formation

 To discuss ways in which Jews navigate being a part of, and apart from, the host

cultures that surround them

 To explore the notion of authenticity

Objectives: By the end of this lesson students will be able to….

 Discuss identity formation as an ongoing, fluid process

 Point to key transitional moments in their own Jewish journeys

 Analyze and assess how these key transitional moments have affected the course of

their Jewish journeys

 Define the terms “synthesis,” “integration,” and “differentiation”

 Decide how Judaism should interact with external host cultures

 Propose a new metaphor that illustrates their understanding of being a part of, and

apart from the surrounding culture

 Debate the authenticity of select artifacts that exemplify a blending of Judaism with

elements of various host cultures
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My Jewish Identity

Goals:

 To explore and reflect upon students’ own Jewish journeys

 To introduce the concept of identity formation

Objectives: By the end of this lesson students will be able to….

 Discuss identity formation as an ongoing, fluid process

 Point to key transitional moments in their own Jewish journeys

 Analyze and assess how these key transitional moments affected the course

of their Jewish journeys

Materials:

 Poster board and/or butcher paper

 Markers

 Tape

 Space to hang Jewish life maps



Unit 1: My Jewish Identity—Part 1

-14-

Set Induction: What Makes Somebody Jewish?

The teacher will pose the question “What makes somebody Jewish?” to students. Allow

students to take a few minutes to consider this question, and suggest that they write down

three to five bullet points.

Afterward, the Teacher should ask students share their answers. Teacher should write all

answers on the board; place check marks next to those that are repeated more than once.

Once all students have shared, the teacher should facilitate a short reflective discussion in

which students are asked to notice patterns in their answers and discuss why they might

have provided similar or different answers than their peers.

Finally, the Teacher should share these dual definitions of identity:

o The sameness some individuals share to make up the same kind or universal
o The difference or character that marks off an individual from the rest of the

same kind

Activity 1: Jewish Life Maps: Charting your Jewish Identity over Time6

Teacher will ask students to create their own Jewish life maps through identifying

trajectories and transitions in their Jewish lives.

The teacher will explain the two terms:

Trajectories: Periods of time during which identity forming remains relatively constant and

regular; behaviors, attitudes, self-perceptions continue in the same general “direction.”

Transitions: Any pivotal moment or incident that causes a change in the life course path.

Results in a change of the trajectory direction. Typically, a new trajectory period resumes

once the transitional incident subsides. 7

The teacher will say:

“So, if we think about identity formation in terms of life-course theory, we can see

how it is an ongoing and fluid process (rather than thinking about “identity” as a

noun or a fixed product which is often treated as static constant that is linear from

birth).

6 Adapted from Tali Zelkowicz’s educational activity, “Jewish Life Maps: Charting Your Jewish Identity

Formation over Time.”
7 Tali Zelkowicz (concepts paraphrased but based on life course theory: The Emergence and Development of

Life Course Theory (Glen H. Elder, Monica Kirkpatrick Johnson and Robert Crosnoe) NY: Springer, 2003
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The teacher will ask students to find a partner, and will then provide instructions for the

creation of Jewish Life Maps:

1. First interview one another about your “transitions” and “trajectories.” Create a

rough draft of your Jewish life map on smaller pieces of paper that represents each

of your life- course maps in terms of Jewish identity formation.

2. Using either butcher paper or poster board and markers, create large scale versions

of each of your maps on the larger paper.

3. Analyze your Jewish journeys. What do you notice? How might you describe each of

your paths?

4. Help each other develop a “nickname” for your path (e.g. “mutt,” or “integrator,”)

and label your map clearly with that nickname.

5. Hang up maps around the room.

Activity 2: Gallery Viewing8

Visit Gallery of Jewish Identity Formation Maps as a group. At each map, ask: “what is one

major “node” of dissonance in this person’s Jewish journey?” This means carefully

examining the Transition triggers. Transitions occur because of some kind of conflict or

dissonance that requires us to respond to it. Trajectories are a result of perhaps resolving,

but much more likely learning to manage that dissonance.

Next, Teacher should ask each student to consider,

a) What have been your dissonances over time?

b) What are they currently?

Instruct students to take a new partner to visit each other’s maps to identity at least one

dissonance and label it on the map, at the juncture where it emerged.

8 Adapted from Tali Zelkowicz’s educational activity, “Jewish Life Maps: Charting Your Jewish Identity

Formation over Time.”
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Judaism and Culture

Goals:

 To discuss ways in which Jews navigate being a part of, and apart from,

the host cultures that surround them

 To contemplate the notion of authenticity

Objectives: By the end of this lesson students will be able to….

 Define the terms “synthesis,” “integration,” and “differentiation”

 Decide how Judaism should interact with external host cultures

 Propose a new metaphor that illustrates their understanding of being a

part of, and apart from the surrounding culture

 Debate the authenticity of select artifacts that exemplify a blending of

Judaism with elements of various host cultures

Materials:

 Cheesecloth

 Plastic Wrap

 Aluminum Foil

 Resource I.2A The Tribe Video

http://www.jewishjournal.com/video/article/video_the_tribe_the_barb

ie_doll_and_the_history_of_the_jewish_people_200809/

http://www.jewishjournal.com/video/article/video_the_tribe_the_barbie_doll_and_the_history_of_the_jewish_people_200809/
http://www.jewishjournal.com/video/article/video_the_tribe_the_barbie_doll_and_the_history_of_the_jewish_people_200809/
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Set Induction: Metaphors9

Teacher should divide students into three groups. The teacher will hand each group one of

three items: aluminum foil, plastic wrap, or cheese cloth.

The teacher will ask:

“How can you use your material as a metaphor for a model of how Jews navigate

being “a part of and apart from” American society?”

Provide each group time to discuss this question, and ask that they be prepared to share

their answers with the rest of the class.

Activity 1: Discussing the Metaphors10

The teacher should explain:

“In a way, this has been the very exercise that American Jewish leaders and

educators have wrestled with throughout the last century as they work to respond

to the challenges of modernity, and now also, post-modernity.”

The teacher should write the terms, “synthesis,” “integration,” and “differentiation” on the

board. Ask students how these terms might correspond to the materials they have been

discussing.

After students share their responses, the teacher should clarify:

“These represent three major strategies for coping with the dilemma of how to be

Jewish in America.”

o Plastic Wrap = Synthesis: The assertion of no difference between being Jewish and

being American. Being Jewish is also being more American, and vice versa – they

share the same values

o Aluminum Foil=Differentiation: The differences between being Jewish and being

American are seen as dangerous. Therefore, Jews need to reject American culture as

much as possible in favor of “remaining loyal” to Jewish values

o Cheese Cloth=Integration: There is some overlap between American and Jewish

culture, but there are also significant differences. These differences, though, are

acknowledged and there is an attempt to juxtapose/integrate the two.

9 Activity adapted from Tali Zekowicz, RHSOE “Sociology of Jewish Education” Class, Oct 25, 2011.
10 Tali Zelkowicz, class notes, RHSOE “Sociology of Jewish Education” Class, Oct. 25, 2011.
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The teacher should now ask:

1. Which material represents your own personal views of how Judaism and American

culture should interact? Why?

2. How might different groups of Jews debate these metaphors?

3. How might different generations of Jews understand these metaphors? Might there

be differences between first generation and third generation immigrants? How

so/not so?

Activity 2: The Tribe Video

Students will watch The Tribe, a video that chronicles both the history of the Jews and the

history of Barbie Dolls. The website provides the following synopsis:

“What can the most successful doll on the planet show us about being Jewish today?

Narrated by Peter Coyote, the film mixes old school narration with a new school visual

style. The Tribe weaves together archival footage, graphics, animation, Barbie dioramas,

and slam poetry to take audiences on an electric ride through the complex history of both

the Barbie doll and the Jewish people- from Biblical times to present day. By tracing

Barbie's history, the film sheds light on the questions: What does it mean to be an American

Jew today? What does it mean to be a member of any tribe in the 21st Century?”11

Activity 3: Today’s M.O.T.’s

The teacher will ask students to reflect on the questions posed by the film:

1. How do Jews interact with American society in today’s world? How is this similar or

different to previous generations of Jews?

2. What does it mean to be a member of any tribe in the 21st century?

The teacher will split students into small groups. Each group will be assigned a particular

website to analyze (Resource 1.2B). Using the essential questions provided (above),

students will examine the website and look for clues as to how the creators of these

organizations/companies/blogs/etc seem to answer these questions. Additionally,

students should decide whether the website seems to represent synthesis, differentiation,

or integration.

11 The Tribe website http://www.tribethefilm.com/about.html
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Unit 1

Resources
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Resource 1.2B – Websites

1. Jewcy: http://www.jewcy.com/

2. Rebooters: http://rebooters.net/

3. JewTube: http://www.jewtube.com/

4. JDub Records: http://jdubrecords.org/

5. Jewlicious: http://www.jewlicious.com/

6. Jewsweek: http://www.jewsweek.com/

7. Jewess: http://www.jewess.canonist.com/

8. Modern Tribe: http://www.moderntribe.com/

9. Heeb Magazine: http://heebmagazine.com/

10. JMerica: http://www.jmerica.com/

http://www.jewcy.com/
http://rebooters.net/
http://www.jewtube.com/
http://jdubrecords.org/
http://www.jewlicious.com/
http://www.jewsweek.com/
http://www.jewess.canonist.com/
http://www.moderntribe.com/
http://heebmagazine.com/
http://www.jmerica.com/
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Unit 2: India

Course Enduring Understandings:

 Wherever Jewish communities exist, Jews respond by adapting and/or rejecting

elements of the surrounding culture.

 Many core Jewish values and practices endure regardless of external culture.

 Worldwide Jewish communities illustrate the multiplicity of authentic, legitimate,

and authoritative expressions of Judaism.

 Art, food, literature, and unique communal customs serve as both storyteller and

memory-keeper for worldwide Jewish communities.

Unit Enduring Understandings:
 The three major Jewish communities in India (Cochini, Bene Israel, and Baghdadi)

each wrestle with the tensions of being “a part of” and “apart from” the surrounding

Indian culture in unique ways.

 Decorative elements found on ritual objects serve to illustrate the influence of the

surrounding culture on Jewish practice.

 Though Jewish practice adopts components of the surrounding culture, it remains

an authentic expression of Judaism.

 The Malida Ceremony represents an example of Indian-Jewish hybridity that

combines two distinctive traditions without compromising the integrity of either.

 The Indian-Jewish experience serves as one of the only examples of Jewish life free

of anti-Semitism.

Unit Goals:
 To introduce students to the three major Indian Jewish communities.

 To explore the unique histories of the three major Jewish communities in India

 To construct a working definition of how each of the three communities adapted

and/or rejected Indian influences

 To create digital media presentations on the Cochini, Bene Israel, and Baghdadi Jews

 To teach what a ketubah is, and how it is used in Jewish wedding ceremonies

 To explore how ketubot in the Indian Jewish communities have been influenced by

their host culture.

 To create an illuminated manuscript using elements of Indian Jewish culture
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Unit Objectives: By the end of this lesson students will be able to….

 List the three major Jewish communities of India and summarize their key traits.

 Paraphrase the origin stories of each of the three communities

 Analyze how and why these Jewish communities chose to involve and/or separate

themselves from Indian culture

 Define “ketubah” in their own words.

 Distinguish Indian influences on ketubot from Cochini, Bene Israel, and Baghdadi

Jewish communities.

 Debate if and how these influences add or detract from the “Jewishness” of the

ketubah.
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Lesson 1 – Introduction

Goals:

 To introduce students to the three major Indian Jewish communities.

Objectives: By the end of this lesson students will be able to….

 List the three major Jewish communities of India and summarize their

key traits.

Materials:

 Resource 2.1A: List of Media Resources
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Activity 1: Media Night

The teacher should choose from the list of suggested documentaries (Resource 2.1A) a selection

of short video clips and/or full length documentaries to show to students. There are links to short

clips that can be found on YouTube as well as a list of suggested documentaries that may be

found in local libraries, or ordered from their respective internet websites. The purpose of this

activity is to serve as an introduction to the three major Jewish communities of India—Cochini,

Bene Israel, and Baghdadi. Therefore, teachers should choose clips and/or documentaries that

showcase each of the three communities.

As students are viewing the documentaries, ask that students keep in mind the guiding question:

“How does each Jewish community interact with the Indian culture which surrounds it?”

Ask students to record at least two ways in which each Jewish community interacts with the

surrounding Indian culture, and decide if it an example of differentiation, synthesis, or

integration.

Activity 2: Class Discussion

After the activity the teacher should lead the class in a discussion to help synthesize information

seen in the videos. Questions may differ based on the documentaries and clips the teacher

chooses. Some examples of questions might include:

1. What are the three major Jewish communities in India, and where are they primarily

located?

2. How would you describe the culture of each of these three communities?

3. What are some of the key traits of each community? Are there any commonalities

between the communities, and if so, what are they?

4. What Jewish customs and practices did you observe in the documentaries? How do they

compare with your own Jewish customs and practices? Were they similar or different?

How so?
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Lesson 2—History

Goals:

 To explore the unique histories of the three major Jewish communities

in India

 To construct a working definition of how each of the three communities

adapted and/or rejected Indian influences

 To create digital media presentations on the Cochini, Bene Israel, and

Baghdadi Jews

Objectives: By the end of this lesson students will be able to….

 Paraphrase the origin stories of each of the 3 communities

 Analyze how and why these Jewish communities chose to involve

and/or separate themselves from Indian culture

Materials:

 Resource 2.2A New York Times Article

http://www.nytimes.com/2008/11/29/us/29religion.html?_r=1&sq=r

eligion%20american%20politics&st=cse

 Resource 2.2B Descriptions of suggested media tools

http://thwt.org/index.php/presentations-multimedia

 Copy of Who Are the Jews of India?, By Nathan Katz

 Copy of The Jews of India, By Orpa Slapak

 Laptop computers

http://www.nytimes.com/2008/11/29/us/29religion.html?_r=1&sq=religion%20american%20politics&st=cse
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/11/29/us/29religion.html?_r=1&sq=religion%20american%20politics&st=cse
http://thwt.org/index.php/presentations-multimedia
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Set Induction: “HinJews”

Students will read a New York Times article (Resource 2.1A). After students finish reading,

the teacher will ask students for their reactions to the article.

Teacher will ask:

1. What is a “HinJew?”

2. How does this article describe the connection between Jews and Hindus?

3. Is it possible to fluidly combine two religions/cultures in this way? Why or why

not?

4. How does this term reflect assimilation and/or acculturation and/or

boundaries?

Teacher will explain:

Today, we will be talking about the three Jewish communities in India. Each of these

Jewish communities has its own way of relating to the surrounding Indian culture.

As we talk about these communities, please keep in mind these ideas of assimilation,

acculturation, and boundaries.

Activity 1: Research and Digital Media Presentations

The teacher should remind students of the documentaries they watched in the previous

lesson, introducing them to the three Jewish communities of India. Teacher should explain

that documentaries showcase the sociological and anthropological facets of a particular

culture. In this activity, students will be researching the unique histories, folkways, and

practices of one of the three Indian-Jewish communities.

The teacher will divide students into three groups and assign groups to research one of the

three Indian-Jewish communities (Cochini, Bene Israel, Baghdadi). Provide groups with the

list of suggested resources (Resource 2.1B) and ask them to research their communities,

using the aforementioned documentaries as a model. Presentations should include:

 Origin Story/History (when and why these communities settled there)

 Language

 Dress

 Relationship to surrounding Indian community

 Unique folkways and practices of the community

Ask students to arrange their presentations in a media presentation of their choice, using

one of the suggested media tools (Resource 2.1C). Research and construction of

presentations should take approximately 40 minutes. Afterward, ask each group to present

their findings.
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Activity 2: Indian-Jewish Identity Discussion

After presentations, the teacher will lead a discussion linking history and culture. Teachers

should review Who Are the Jews of India? by Nathan Katz, and The Jews of India, by Orpa

Slapak, to prepare for this discussion. Discussion questions may include:

1. How and/or why did each of the three groups settle in India?

 Cochini: King Solomon traded with the Malabar Coast, importing teak, ivory,

spice, and peacocks. When the Temple was destroyed in 70 CE, Jews fled to

India on a ship, landing in Cranganore in 72 CE.

 Bene Israel: part of the 10 Lost Tribes of Israel seeking sanctuary sailed to

India. They were shipwrecked, and only 14 survived to become the progenitors

of the Bene Israel.

 Baghdadi: The Persian Gulf port of Basra served as a trading center for the

British East India Company in 1760. Jews from Basra and Baghdad moved to

India to be a part of the commerce. “Baghdadi” used to refer to Jews who came

from the area between the Tigris and the Euphrates rivers, but soon included

Jews from Syria and other parts of the Ottoman Empire, Aden, Yemen, Persia,

and Afghanistan.

2. How would you describe the interaction between each group and the surrounding

Indian society?

 Cochini: like other immigrant groups, the Cochini Jews were accorded

autonomy and respect by Indian rulers. Narrative shows how Jews claim a

social place in the hierarchically ranked castes. Paintings show Cochini Jews in

Middle Eastern dress receiving gold, jewel encrusted Keter Torah, a tangible

symbol of Hindu-Jewish amity.

 Bene Israel: Shabbat observance was one of the only things that distinguished

the Jews from other pre-modern Konkan groups. They were known as the

Shanwar Telis, or the Saturday Oil Pressers) because they abstained from work

on Saturdays.

 Baghdadi: Jews flocked to the cities of Calcutta, Bombay, and Rangoon to fill

the commercial-entrepreneurial vacuum in the cities. Soon they became centers

of Jewish life with Jewish schools, kosher markets, and mikvahs. They acquired

their identity through encounters with other “reference” groups

3. In your opinion, how does each of the groups negotiate the tension between being a

part of, or apart from, the surrounding Indian community?

 Cochini: “A Balanced Identity” (integration)

 Bene Israel: “An Identity Transformed”(synthesis)

 Baghdadi: “An Identity Aloof” (differentiation)
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Lessons 3 & 4—Art

Goals:

 To teach what a ketubah is, and how it is used in Jewish wedding

ceremonies

 To explore how ketubot in the Indian Jewish communities have been

influenced by their host culture.

 To create an illuminated manuscript using elements of Indian Jewish

culture

Objectives: By the end of this lesson students will be able to….

 Define “ketubah” in their own words.

 Distinguish Indian influences on ketubot from Cochini, Bene Israel, and

Baghdadi Jewish communities.

 Debate if and how these influences add or detract from the “Jewishness”

of the ketubah.

Materials:

 Resource 2.3/4A Background Information on illustrated ketubot.

 Resource 2.3/4B Examples of Indian Jewish ketubot.

 Watercolor Paper

 Paintbrushes

 Ink pens
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Set Induction: Hiddur Mitzvah

Before students come in, the teacher should arrange several artifacts in a “gallery” for

students to examine. These artifacts should be pairs of Jewish ritual objects, one that is

very plain, and one that is highly embellished.

Examples could include:

 Mezuzot

 Tallitot

 Kiddush cups

 Ketubot (this example must be included)

Ask students to walk around the room and examine the objects.

Activity 1: Ketubot in the Jewish Tradition

Afterward, the teacher should ask:

1. What did you notice about the objects?

2. How does the embellishment (or lack thereof) affect the functionality of the object?

3. Why might we decorate a ritual object?

Teacher will explain:

“In Jewish tradition, there is a concept called hiddur mitzvah, or the beautification of a

mitzvah. Beautifying something enhances the mitzvah. We show respect to the ritual object

by glorifying it.

A ketubah is a Jewish marriage contract. It is a legal document that outlines the obligations

of both the bride and the groom in the marriage. Ketubot were instituted by the Rabbis of

the Talmudic era, and were traditionally meant to protect the bride in the case of divorce or

widowhood. Because the ketubah is displayed at the wedding ceremony, the tradition of

decorating, or illuminating, the document has become common in many traditions. The

artwork oftentimes reflects the cultural influences of the host country. As you can see from

the gallery, the ketubah can be as simple as a piece of paper (which is more traditional for

Eastern and Central Europe), or it can be an elaborate piece of art (such as we see in India).

In most Indian Jewish weddings, the ketubah is an ‘illuminated ketubah,’ which is an

elaborate piece of artwork. Traditionally, the text of a ketubah is written in Hebrew

calligraphy; an “illuminated ketubah” may include a variety of artistic representations

surrounding the text itself. Today, we will be examining these illuminated ketubot.”
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Activity 2: Understanding the Illuminated Ketubah

The teacher should prepare a short presentation (approximately 10 minutes) regarding the

origins of the Indian Illuminated Ketubah. Background information that should be included

in this presentation can be found in Resource 2.2A, and examples of such ketubot may be

found in Resource 2.2B.

During the presentation, students should take notes on how the basic ketubah is treated in

the Indian Jewish tradition, and consider the following question (to be discussed after the

presentation):

“How do the Indian influences affect the “Jewishness” of the ketubah?”

It is important that the following information appear in the presentation:

“Typical of the Indian ketubah is the wealth of motifs taken from the world of flora

and fauna, often combined with architectonic [architectural] elements. As in the

ketubot of other Oriental communities, human figures were never used. In many

cases the animals and plants that covered every available inch of space were specific

to the Indian milieu and unique to Indian ketubot. While the wealth of vegetal

decoration may be linked to the important role of flowers in Hindu as well as Jewish

marriage ceremonies, the source of inspiration for the architectonic elements came

from farther afield.”12

Afterward the presentation, the teacher should allow students to carefully examine the

examples of Indian ketubot. The teacher should direct students to consider the following

questions, in order to prepare them to create their own illuminated manuscripts.

1. What are the artistic components of the ketubah? How do these components affect

how you view the ketubah? (colors, paint, calligraphy, prints, designs, poetry, etc.)

2. What is beautiful about these ketubot?

3. How are these examples similar and/or different from ketubot you have seen

previously?

4. What details did the artist choose to include on the ketubah? How do they add to the

beauty of the ketubah?

5. Is there anything specifically “Jewish” in the artwork? If not, should there be?

12 Orpa Slapak, The Jews of India: A Story of Three Communities (Jerusalem: Israel Museum, 1995), 168.
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Activity 3: Creating Illuminated Manuscripts

The teacher will explain:

“As we learned, the ketubah is the Jewish marriage contract. We will not be making

ketubot in class today, but we will be creating our own illuminated manuscripts,

which are a core element of ketubot.”

Instructions:

Students should choose (or write) a text that they feel represents a cultural fusion between

their Judaism and their host country, America. Possible texts may include:

1. Song lyrics or poems that speak to the student’s understanding of how these two

pieces of his/her identity meet

2. Descriptions of specific artifacts that embody this cultural fusion

3. Memories of events that are indicative of a relationship between Judaism and

America

Just as ketubot from India draw from Indian culture, and thus include flora, fauna, and

animals, so too should the students draw from American culture for their inspiration.

Students should draw their designs on the watercolor paper provided, and use watercolors

for illustration. The text of the manuscript should be written using black ink pens.
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Lessons 5 & 6—Special Customs

The Malida Ceremony

Goals:

 To teach what the Malida ceremony is, and how it is used in Indian-

Jewish culture.

 To cook/prepare the various types of foods for the Malida ceremony.

 To participate in the Malida ceremony.

 To show how Bene Israel Jews have transformed Jewish practice to

adapt to their surroundings.

Objectives: By the end of this lesson students will be able to….

 Explain the choreography of the Malida ceremony.

 Describe the significance of the Malida ceremony for Bene Israel Jews.

 Distinguish between Jewish and Indian elements of the Malida

ceremony.

 Debate the “Jewishness” of the Malida ceremony.

Materials:

 Resource 2.5/6A: YouTube Clip

(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AjZhFAt2A2M)

 Resource 2.5/6B Story

 Resource 2.5/6C Malida Ceremony Article and Recipe

http://asianjewishlife.org/images/issues/Issue8_Jan2012/PDFs/LoMei

n-to-Laksa.pdf

 Resource 2.5/6D Malida Ceremony Instructions

 Resource 2.5/6E Sharing Traditions Worksheet

 Ingredients and materials for Malida Ceremony (see Recipe in Resource

2.5C)

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AjZhFAt2A2M
http://asianjewishlife.org/images/issues/Issue8_Jan2012/PDFs/LoMein-to-Laksa.pdf
http://asianjewishlife.org/images/issues/Issue8_Jan2012/PDFs/LoMein-to-Laksa.pdf
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Set Induction: YouTube Clip

The teacher will begin class by showing a three minute YouTube clip of a Malida Ceremony

(Resource 2.5A).

Activity 1: Debriefing the Clip

Afterward, the teacher will debrief the clip with the students:

1. Can anyone identify what this ceremony is and who it is practiced by?

2. List examples of Jewish elements of the ceremony, and Indian elements of the

ceremony.

The teacher should ask students to keep these things in mind throughout the course of this

lesson.

Activity 2: Storytelling

The teacher will tell the story of the Bene Israel’s origin legend to the students (Resource

2.5B). The teacher should try to memorize the story and tell it in true “storytelling” form

rather than reading it off of the sheet. The story tells of the important connection between

the Bene Israel Jews and the Prophet Elijah. For this reason, the Malida Ceremony is also

known as the Eliyahu HaNavi Ceremony.

Afterward telling the story, the teacher will make the connection between the origin story

and the Malida ceremony clear. The teacher will say:

“So, as we can see, Elijah is a VERY prominent and special figure in Bene Israel’s Jewish

practice. They appeal to Elijah for prosperity and happiness, and Elijah is found in many of

their ritual practices. Therefore, “the blessings recited during the [Malida] ceremony

include thanksgiving to God for granting fertility, health, and peace, along with blessings

and prayers addressed to the prophet Elijah.”13

The Bene Israel community performs the Malida Ceremony in honor of almost life cycle

events, as well as major occasions and celebrations (These could include birth, bar/bat

mitzvah, housewarmings, etc.)

13 Orpa Slapak, The Jews of India: A Story of Three Communities (Jerusalem: Israel Museum, 1995) 145.
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Activity 3: Brainstorming Session

The teacher will explain that they, as a class, will be performing a Malida Ceremony next

week during class. At this time, the teacher will inform the students that their families and

friends will be invited to attend the ceremony as well. (It would be helpful for the teacher

to receive RSVPs from families in order to get the correct amount of food for the

ceremony).

The teacher will ask: “What are some important events that we celebrate throughout our

lives?” The teacher should then write down the suggestions on a list. Once the list is

complete, review all of the occasions with the students. Afterward, ask students to select

something that they, as a class, would like to celebrate and honor with the Malida

Ceremony.

Activity 4: Background Information/Preparing for the Malida Ceremony

Teacher should divide students into small groups of three or four. Each student should

receive a copy of the article and recipe for the Malida Ceremony (Resource 2.5C). The

teacher should break the article up into short sections (one section per group) and ask that

students read their sections. Each group should be prepared to report on a key concept(s)

of the section they were assigned to read.

Afterward, the teacher should lead the students in preparing the foods for the Malida

ceremony (Resource 2.5C).

Activity 5: Participating in the Malida Ceremony

The teacher will lead students in the Malida Ceremony. Description of the steps of the

ceremony can be found in Resource 2.5D.
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Activity 6: Sharing Traditions

The teacher will divide the class into small groups of three-four students. Each student will

be given a worksheet (Resource 2.5E) and will be asked to read the paragraphs and discuss

the questions in groups.

The teacher will say “please read the following paragraphs, and discuss the questions

below in small groups.”

Afterward, the teacher will ask the students to come together to review the discussion

questions together as a class.
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Unit 2

Resources
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Resource 2.1A—Media Resources

1. Link to video “The Jews of Bombay” (Baghdadi Jews)

http://www.cultureunplugged.com/play/136/The-Bombay-Jews

2. Resource 2.1B: Link to video “The Jews of Cochin”

Part 1 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q2a2bxhAdOQ

Part 2 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3tQgIjSTSWc

3. Resource 2.1C: Link to video “Bene Israel: Jews of Mumbai (Bombay)”

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lJ9pZnnHlKs

4. Lauffer, Vanessa C. (Producer). (2001). Salaam Shalom: the Jews of India [DVD].

United States: Filmakers Library.

5. Nathanson, Keren and Jean-Francois Fernandez (Directors). (1994). The Bene Israel:

A Family Portrait [DVD]. India: National Center for Jewish Film.

6. Spector, Dr. Johanna (Producer and Director). (1992). 2,000 of Freedom and Honor:

The Cochin Jews of India [VHS]. United States: Ergo Media, Inc.

7. Hobart, Tana (Producer). (1978). About the Jews of India: Shanwar Telis/Bene Israel.

http://www.cultureunplugged.com/play/136/The-Bombay-Jews
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q2a2bxhAdOQ
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3tQgIjSTSWc
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lJ9pZnnHlKs
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Resource 2.2A—New York Times Article

November 29, 2008
ON RELIGION

Between Israel and India, a Link Based on Culture and, Now, Terrorism
By SAMUEL G. FREEDMAN

Midway through Wednesday afternoon, Ani Agnihotri was doing his multitasking

thing, cruising the Internet while chatting with a friend about a recent business

trip to his homeland, India, from his home in Georgia. Then an e-mail message

popped onto his screen and ended the jocular conversation. The subject line said,

“Attack in Mumbai.”

The accompanying message told Mr. Agnihotri of reports of random shooting in

Mumbai. He went to a Web site and found an account of a second, similar assault.

Then, turning on an Indian cable television station, Mr. Agnihotri saw a fire set by

terrorists blazing in the Taj Mahal Palace & Tower Hotel, the same hotel in which

he had stayed just three weeks earlier.

By Thursday morning, Mr. Agnihotri had discovered another subtler point of

connection. It was now clear that besides hotels, a café, a train station and two

hospitals, the terrorists had invaded a Jewish outreach center, operated by the

Chabad Lubavitch movement. Mr. Agnihotri absorbed the news as the co-

chairman of an 80-member group in the Atlanta area called the Indo-Jewish

Coalition.

In its modest way, the coalition attests to the deepening bonds between Jews and

Indians, whether in Israel, India or the United States; and this week’s events

demonstrate perhaps the most visceral and grisly element of connection, though

far from the only one.

“I am seeing that there is some natural affinity being developed between India

and Israel and Jewish people,” said Mr. Agnihotri, 48, who owns technology and

consulting companies. “Because both these countries and people have been

affected by this kind of terror — killing of civilians, something despicable that is

happening year after year.”

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/f/samuel_g_freedman/index.html?inline=nyt-per
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/news/international/countriesandterritories/india/index.html?inline=nyt-geo
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Cedric Suzman, who until recently was co-chairman of the Atlanta group, echoed

the sentiment. “In times like this, you suddenly realize that you’ve built bridges,”

Mr. Suzman said in a telephone interview. “So instead of recrimination and

accusation, you have a huge coming together of sympathy and understanding.”

The affinity of which both men spoke extends well beyond the shared experience

of being the target of Islamist terrorism, or the resulting military and security

ties between India and Israel. The softer tissue of human experience — culture,

religion, values — also binds Indians and Jews.

“The best way to explain it is that I was telling my daughter, ‘If you have to marry

outside India, marry a Jew,’ ” said Shoba Narayan, a writer in Bangalore who has

visited Israel with her husband, an investment banker. “The cultures are so

similar — the commitment to education, the ability to delay gratification, hard

work, the guilt, the fatalism. And I think this is because we are both old cultures.”

Indeed, a Jewish community known as the Bene Israel has lived in India for more

than 2,400 years, fully tolerated by the surrounding Hindu and Sikh populations.

Yet in its first decades after independence, India was also a frequent critic of

Zionism and at least a partial ally of the Soviet Union.

With the end of the cold war, and of a reliable flow of Russian weapons and spare

parts, India turned to Israel as a supplier of arms and military expertise, said

Efraim Inbar, the director of the Begin-Sadat Center for Strategic Studies at Bar-

Ilan University in Israel. Israel now sells more than $1 billion in arms annually to

India, including the Falcon early-warning system and sea-to-air missiles.

In a less obvious way, too, soldiers have forged ties. About 30,000 Israelis visit

India each year, many of them on lengthy vacations after having finished their

army service. They, in turn, have brought back to Israel the food, fabric, music

and mysticism of India, particularly its Hindus.

The popular Israeli band Sheva has incorporated Indian instruments and chordal

structures into its music. Yoga classes proliferate in Israel. Hindu food, with its

emphasis on vegetariandishes, has been easily adapted for kosher cuisine. An

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/subjects/y/yoga/index.html?inline=nyt-classifier
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/subjects/v/vegetarianism/index.html?inline=nyt-classifier
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annual festival called Boombamela celebrates all things Indian, if with a

somewhat naïve, New Age tilt.

For American Jews of the baby boom generation, the fascination with India began

with spiritual searches during the 1960s. Over time, Buddhist meditation became

a staple of the Jewish renewal movement and a book by Rodger Kamenetz, “The

Jew in the Lotus,” a revered text. By the past decade, enough Jews were

practicing some Buddhism to give birth to a new proper noun: Jew-Bu.

Even more recently, the term “Hinjew” has emerged. It does not reflect a

religious amalgamation, which would be nearly impossible given Hindu

polytheism, as much as it does the cultural common ground of American Jews

and Indian Americans who have grown up and gone to school together.

In suburbs like Great Neck on Long Island or West Windsor, N.J., the same top-

flight public schools that attracted Jews moving out of cities in the 1950s have

more recently drawn Indian immigrants.

“Some of us in the Indian-American community feel our Jewish-American friends

set a very good example of being good citizens,” Mr. Agnihotri said. “Their

activism, their social values, their family values, the educational values. Many of

them are professionals and entrepreneurs, and that’s what we see in the Indian

community as well.”

The comfort level between Jews and Indians has allowed for a specific strain of

self-mockery, too, which might be some psychic balm in this time of atrocity. As

an imitation news story on the Web site SatireWire put it:

“Hinjew leaders today conceded the merger of Hinduism and Judaism has not

worked out as planned, as instead of forming a super-religion to fight off the

common Islamic enemy, they have instead created a race of 900 million people

who, no matter how many times they are reincarnated, can never please their

mothers.”

E-mail: sgfreedman@nytimes.com

Copyright 2008 The New York Times Company

http://www.nytimes.com/ref/membercenter/help/copyright.html
http://www.nytco.com/
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Resource 2.5/6B—Story
A long time ago, in the 10th century BCE, the Israelites lived together in peace under the rule of

King Solomon. After King Solomon’s death, however, the northern and southern tribes split.

Only the tribes of Judah and Benjamin, in the south, stayed loyal to King Solomon’s son, and

they formed the kingdom of Judah. The ten northern tribes seceded and formed the northern

kingdom of Israel. Awhile later, in the second half of the eighth century BCE, the Assyrians

attacked and gained control of the kingdom. When the Assyrians came, they deported much of

the population – especially they wealthy and influential citizens. Eventually, the ten tribes

seemed to have vanished into thin air, and therefore we have stories about the “Ten Lost Tribes

of Israel.”

The Bene Israel Jews claim that their ancestors were not among those citizens that were

deported, but rather they left of their own accord, seeking sanctuary from the frequent attacks

against the Assyrians in Palestine. It was then that a group of Israelites set sail to India.

After a few days of travel, the passengers awoke one morning to find the skies dark with clouds.

The calm ocean that they had been sailing on soon became restless. Eventually, the storm came

in full force. The endless pounding of the waves rocked the ship side to side until it eventually

tipped over. Everyone and everything was tossed into the ocean. The people fought to stay above

water, but most failed. Only seven men and seven women were washed ashore near the village of

Navagaon.

Suddenly, the seven men and women awoke! It was a miracle! It is said that Elijah, or Eliyahu

HaNavi, who revived the survivors. To this day, members of the Bene Israel community point

out his footprints in a rock on the shore.

Eliyahu HaNavi is an important figure in Bene Israel tradition. The Bene Israel relocate

Eliyahu’s ascension to heaven in the chariot of fire (II Kings 2:1-11) to Khandala, India.

According to tradition,

“It is said that on this eve [15th of Shevat], Elijah the Prophet visited the people of Khandala, a

village about three miles from Alibaug, and about eighty miles from Bombay. There was a loud

thunder and lightning that night, and the people of the village came out to see what had

happened. What they saw was a vision of a white bearded holy figure mounted on a white horse

ascending to heaven. Immediately, the Bene-Israels of the village (Khandalkars) recognized that

the…figure was no other than Prophet Elijah. The next morning the people again visited the

place and saw to their amazement a long stripe of mark of a horse’s hoof on the rock. The people

were convinced of the vision they had seen and of the identity of the Prophet Elijah.”14

14 Who are the Jews of India, 103
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So, as we can see, Elijah is a VERY prominent and special figure in Bene Israel’s Jewish

practice. They appeal to Elijah for prosperity and happiness. Therefore, “the blessings recited

during the [Malida] ceremony include thanksgiving to God for granting fertility, health, and

peace, along with blessings and prayers addressed to the prophet Elijah.”15

15 The Jews of India, pg. 145
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The Malida Ceremony
The Core of the Bene Israel Tradition

T
he Malida Ceremony is at 
the core of the Bene Israel 
Jewish Indian community’s 
life cycle rituals and identity.  
The dish of sweetened, 

moistened, parched and flattened rice 
(Poha/Pohe in Hindi/Marathi*), prayed 
over and served at the ceremony, is 
also coincidentally called Malida.  The 
sweetened and flattened rice, mixed with 
coconut flakes, flavored and scented with 
cardamom, and garnished with almonds 
and pistachios is served on a large Thali 
(large round Indian stainless steel dish) 
and adorned with five fruits. Traditionally, 
the fruits are a banana, an orange, an 
apple, a date, and a pear, although it 
could be any other in season fruit. Some 
use seven fruits.  The heaping thali is 
then decorated with roses or rose petals 
and depending on the lifecycle and the 
day of the week, it might be decorated 
with cloves (besamim/aromatic spices) 
and served at the ceremony. A handful of 
Malida along with sliced fruit and a date 
are then disbursed to all guests after the 
blessings. 

The Bene Israel Indian Jews, called 
Shanwar Teli, which means oil pressers, 
are one of five distinct Indian Jewish 

communities (Cochini, Bene Israel, 
Baghdadi, Bnei Menashe and Bene 
Ephraim). Today there are approximately 
60,000 Bene Israel living in Israel and 
a few thousand still living in India.  
The Malida ceremony is also called 
the Eliyahu HaNavi ceremony as the 
prophet Elijah is considered the guardian 
prophet of the Bene Israel community. 
Legend has it that he rescued the 
handful of Jews who escaped after the 
destruction of the Second Temple (70CE) 
in Jerusalem and were shipwrecked and 
washed ashore on the Konkan Coast in 
the State of Maharashtra, just south of 
Mumbai (Bombay). The Eliyahu Hanavi 
melody is sung from a transliterated 
siddur (Hebrew words written in Hindi/
Marathi characters) and blessings over 
the fruit from the tree (HaEtz) and from 
the earth (HaAretz) are recited during the 
ceremony.

There are few accounts on the origin 
of the Malida dish and custom.  Some 
say the custom predates to the time 
of the First Holy Temple in Jerusalem.  
The Israelites would bring parched and 
flattened wheat grains as an offering to 
God at the Temple in Jerusalem. The 
Malida is an adaptation with a local 

ingredient, the Poha, parched and 
flattened rice. 

Many in India are familiar with widespread 
savory versions of Poha. Versions of this 
sweet (poha) Malida, mixed with wheat 
and semolina and made into bread, are 
popular in Southern India.  The Bene 
Israel’s neighboring Muslims served 
it at weddings, engagement parties, 
ceremonies and feasts. Unlike their 
neighbors, the Bene Israel’s version is 
more of a flaky cereal without wheat 
and semolina, and they do not add milk 
or ghee (clarified butter) to this dish. 
This keeps it parve, as after the Malida 
ceremony, a non-vegetarian Indian meal 
is served of chicken or Mutton, out of 
respect to their Hindu neighbors and 
the sanctity of the cow. The Malida is 
served and celebrated during many 
happy occasions such as wedding 
henna ceremonies, engagement parties, 
housewarming parties and when 
blessings for bon voyage, safety or good 
health are wished upon. The Malida 
offering might have further similarities to 
the Hindu tradition of bringing offering to 
their deities at their temples as the Jews 
brought offerings during the time of the 
First and Second Temples in Jerusalem. 
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Shulie Madnick is an Israeli born Bene Israeli Indian 
recipe developer, food and cultural writer and a food 
photographer. She had her recipes and photos published 
at The Washington Post, Fine Cooking Magazine, 
Washington Jewish Week, Whisk Magazine, among 
other publications. You can contact her through her site           
www.foodwanderings.blogspot.com.
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Lo Mein to Laksa

Malida – Sweetened Poha

Ingredients:

4 cups Poha

1/2 cup sugar

1/2 cup unsweetened coconut flakes

5-10 cardamom pods, shelled and ground 

Handful golden raisins (optional)

5 of each: apples, bananas, oranges, dates and pears

Garnish:

Handful raw almonds, blanched, peeled and sliced 
(optional).

Handful raw pistachios, shelled, blanched, peeled and 
sliced (optional)

Or handful each of crushed roasted almonds and 
crushed roasted pistachios

Rose petals

Note: 

I make the dish at home and serve it at tastings, without 
nuts, and everyone loves it. I have Malida for breakfast or 
as a lightly sweetened dessert along my afternoon tea. 
Also keep in mind these are suggested measurements. 
If you like it sweeter, add sugar. Feel free to adjust 
measurements to your taste. 

Directions:

1. Immerse Poha in cold water for four minutes until 
softens. Keep in mind some like it al dente, crunchy, I 
don’t! Be sure not to over soak them as they will turn 
mushy and the flakes will lose their silhouette. 

2. Run through a sieve to drain all water out and press 
on top lightly to rid of excess water. 

3. In a large bowl, add the drained Poha and sugar, and 
flake with a fork or your fingers to fluff the mixture. 

4. Important: Add the sugar immediately so it will blend 
in smoothly and not remain grainy. 

5. Add the cardamom and coconut and raisins (raisins 
are optional) and mix well. 

6. Note: I only use my hands or a fork to keep the 
integrity of the shape of the flake and mix lightly.

7. Garnish with nuts. 

8. Keep refrigerated until serving. Can keep in 
refrigerator for a few days.

by Shulie Madnick
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Resource 2.5/6D—Ceremony Instructions

1. Prepare the Malida plate according to directions found in Resource 2.5/CC.

2. Arrange fruits on top of the malida mixture.

3. Place a rose or myrtle leaf in the center.

4. Burn frankincense on the side.

5. Select a participant to be the leader of the ceremony (though it is traditionally a

male who leads the ceremony, in this environment, any participant may be the

leader). Or, the teacher may choose to be the leader.

6. Lead students in the recitation of the Shema

7. Lead students in “Eliyahu HaNavi” approximately 12 times.

8. Recite Kiddush over a cup of wine.

9. Pick up each fruit and recite the appropriate blessing.

10. After the fruits are eaten, bless and distribute the malida mixture.

11. Recite Esa Einai.
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Resource 4.5/6E—Sharing Traditions

1. Bene Israel Origin Story

“The legend that their [the Bene Israel] ancestors were the survivors of a shipwreck

at the village of Nowgaon near the port of Cheul may be based on truth. On the other hand,

it may have been adopted when our people came to learn that, according to the Hindu

Puranas, fourteen corpses of foreginers from a shipwreck on the Konkan coast were

miraculously brought back to life by the Parashuram, an avatar of the Hindu god Vishnu,

and given the status of Brahmins. (The Chitpavan Brahmins of Maharashtra are supposed

to be descended from these miraculously created Hindus.). The Puranic legend may have

been appropriated by the Bene Israel with suitable modification to account for their

presence on the coast.”16

2. The Malida Ritual

“Some scholars hold that the word malida comes from Persian and refers to the

Muslim custom of making a sweet offering at a saint’s grave. This offering, too, was

distributed among the participants at the end of the ceremony. Others believe that although

the term was adopted by the community as a result of contact with Muslims, the practice

itself can be traced back to the sacrificial rite of the Temple as prescribed in the Torah.

However, the commonly accepted explanation notes the similarity of malida to a Hindu

ceremony in which an offering of food, called parasadam, is made to the god and then

distributed among the worshipers. The arrangement of the food on the malida plate also

clearly indicates Hindi influence: there is a Hindu ceremony (puja pancagatana) in which

five stones of different qualities and colors, representing different gods, are placed on a

circular metal tray, with the stone representing the most important god in the center. This

procedure is similar to the placing of ground rice, with five kinds of fruit on top, on the

round malida plate.”17

16 Schifra Strizower, The Children of Israel: The Bene Israel of Bombay (Oxford: B. Blackwell, 1971) 16.
17 Slapak, “Jews of India” 146.
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Discussion Questions:

1. Explain the similarities and differences between the two origin stories we’ve heard

today. The similarities and differences between the Muslim and Hindu rituals and

the Jewish Malida ceremony?

2. In your opinion, what was the motivation behind fusing these Indian stories and

rituals with Jewish practice?

3. Does this fusion of cultures add or detract from the ceremony’s “Jewishness?” How

so?

4. Can you identify any Jewish rituals where we can see an American influence?
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Unit 3: Russia

Course Enduring Understandings:
 Wherever Jewish communities exist, Jews respond by adapting and/or rejecting elements

of the surrounding culture.

 Many core Jewish values and practices endure regardless of external culture.

 Worldwide Jewish communities illustrate the multiplicity of authentic, legitimate, and

authoritative expressions of Judaism.

 Art, food, literature, and unique communal customs serve as both storyteller and

memory-keeper for worldwide Jewish communities.

Unit Enduring Understandings:
 Historical realities influence Jewish practice, customs, and culture.

 The Russian Jewish experience provides the foundation for much of what American Jews

consider to be “authentic” Judaism and Jewish culture.

 Though shtetl life was a harsh, impoverished existence, it is often remembered as an

idealized, utopian town cherished for its piety, spirituality, and familial qualities.

Unit Goals:
 To construct a historical timeline outlining Russian Jewish life during the era of the shtetl

(late 1700s-early 1900s).

 To explore the historical realities that gave birth to the shtetl.

 To create a comprehensive understanding of life in the shtetl.

 To explain the origins of some well-known Russian Jewish foods.

 To discuss the connection between Russian foods and Jewish foods.

 To cook Russian Jewish foods.

 To introduce the author Sholom Aleichem and some of his most famous work.

 To discuss the influences of history on Russian-Jewish literature.

 To explore how literature influences our perception of Russian-Jewish life.
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Unit Objectives: By the end of this lesson students will be able to….

 Identify significant dates in Russian Jewish history.

 Discuss how the decisions of the Russian government affected Jewish life.

 Analyze the positive and negative facets of shtetl life.

 Envision living as a Jew in a Russian shtetl, and articulate what that life would look like.

 Identify common Russian Jewish dishes.

 Explain why these foods came to be recognized as part of the Russian-Jewish cuisine.

 Debate why a food might be considered “Jewish,” “Russian,” or a combination of the

two.
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Lesson 1—History

Goals:

 To construct a historical timeline outlining Russian Jewish life during

the era of the shtetl (late 1700s-early 1900s).

 To explore the historical realities that gave birth to the shtetl.

 To create a comprehensive understanding of life in the shtetl.

Objectives: By the end of this lesson students will be able to….

 Identify significant dates in Russian Jewish history.

 Discuss how the decisions of the Russian government affected Jewish

life.

 Analyze the positive and negative facets of shtetl life.

 Envision living as a Jew in a Russian shtetl, and articulate what that life

would look like.

Materials:

 Resource 3.1A YouTube Clip from Fiddler on the Roof

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gRdfX7ut8gw

 Resource 3.1B Diary Entries

 Teacher should gather materials for student groups to create large,

colorful timelines (posterboard, markers, glue, construction paper, etc).

 Pencils/pens and paper

 Resource 3.1C Comic Strip Template

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gRdfX7ut8gw
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Set Induction: Fiddler on the Roof Clip

Teacher will show the opening song, “Tradition,” from the movie, Fiddler on the Roof

(Resource 3.1A).

Teacher will ask:

1. Where and when does this movie take place? How can you tell?

2. What emotions do you see from the Jews of Anatevka? What can they tell us about

Jewish life there?

Teacher will explain:

The scene we just watched together shows the popular understanding of shtetl life.

Thought it was often a difficult, impoverished life, shtetls are often remembered as

idyllic worlds full of piety, spirituality, and familial connections.

Activity 1: Diary Entries and Timeline Construction

Why is it that Jews lived in shtetls? What was life really like during this time period? In

order to find this out, students will be reading diary entries and using them to piece

together timelines of important events in Russian Jewish history (Resource 3.1B).

Divide students into small groups and invite them to read the diary entries, marking

important dates in Russian Jewish history. Ask students to construct two timelines using

poster-board, markers, construction paper, and glue. The first timeline should consist of

significant historical dates and events. Under each event, ask students to explain why this

event seems significant. The second timeline should reflect the day to day life of a shtetl

dweller.

Activity 2: Timeline Gallery and Reflection

The teacher will ask students to hang their groups’ poster on the wall. Students will be

given pencils/pens and paper and instructed to view the “gallery” of timelines, making

notes on the similarities and differences they see on the posters (both with regards to dates

as well as why they are significant).
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Teacher will then ask students to share observations. Sample discussion questions may

include:

1. What dates seemed to appear on all of the timelines?

2. Was there any one particular event that you believe was the most significant? Why or

why not?

3. Did you disagree with anything you saw on another groups’ timeline?

4. What did you learn about shtetl life from the diary entries?

5. Do you believe that, given the choice, Jews would have wanted to live in shtetls?

6. What aspects of shtetl life seem to be the easiest and most difficult to bear?

Activity 3: Comic Strips

Ask students to create a comic strip illustrating what they imagine shtetl life to be. After

class, the teacher should collect comic strips and display them somewhere in the synagogue

where there is significant foot-traffic. In the middle of the display, the teacher should post

a sign with the question,

“Russian Jewish life, or not? You Decide. Please react to these student depictions of life in a

Russian Jewish shtetl.”

On a nearby table, the teacher should provide pens, index cards, and push pins. Observers

should be instructed to pin their comments around the comic strips so that others can see

and react to both the comments as well as the original comic strip that inspired the

comments.
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Lesson 2—Food

Goals:

 To explain the origins of some well-known Russian Jewish foods.

 To discuss the connection between Russian foods and Jewish foods.

 To cook Russian Jewish foods.

Objectives: By the end of this lesson students will be able to….

 Identify common Russian Jewish dishes.

 Explain why these foods came to be recognized as part of the Russian-

Jewish cuisine.

 Debate why a food might be considered “Jewish,” “Russian,” or a

combination of the two.

Materials:

 Resource 3.2A Recipes

 Resource 3.2B Background Information

 Recipe ingredients
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Set Induction: Throw it All Together

The teacher should ask students,

“What is the strangest meal you’ve ever eaten because you just had to throw

together everything that happened to be in your refrigerator at that particular

moment?

Activity 1: “Mish-Mash”

Divide students into small groups (3-4 students per group). Provide each group with a

random assortment of food items and ask them to create a dish using only the provided

ingredients. Afterward, each group will present their dish and the other groups will have

the opportunity to taste the dish.

After this is complete, the teacher will explain:

“The dishes you created are all very unique, but they are all similar in the fact that

you created dishes using only the ingredients you had available to you. This is very

similar to many of the Russian-Jewish foods that we love to eat: they were created

out of necessity, using what was common in the area and what they could afford.

The basis of the “Jewish food” that we know and love is peasant food of the shtetl.”

Activity 2: Cooking

Divide students into small groups (3-4 students per group). Provide each group with a

recipe (Resource 3.2A) for a traditional Russian Jewish food. Make sure that all of the

ingredients are set out for each group and that you are in a cooking space that will permit

multiple groups to cook at the same time. Recipes will include: Potato Knishes, Russian

Cabbage Borscht, and Rugelach.
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Activity 3: Cookbooks

Provide each group with background information on Russian-Jewish cooking (Resource

3.2B). Then, provide each group of students with access to at least one computer and ask

that they research their dishes and write a short summary that should include:

1. History of the dish

2. Traditional times for eating the food

3. An explanation of why this dish is popular in Russia

4. The food’s connection to Judaism

Ensure that the paragraphs are collected at the end of class to be compiled with recipes

from other units for the cookbook to be distributed at the end of the course.
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Lesson 3—Literature

Goals:

 To introduce the author Sholom Aleichem and some of his most famous

work.

 To discuss historical influences on Russian-Jewish literature.

 To explore how literature influences our perception of Russian-Jewish

life.

Objectives: By the end of this lesson students will be able to….

 Summarize some selected stories by Sholom Aleichem

 Describe the historical context and setting in which Sholom Aleichem is

writing.

 Discuss whether these stories are unique to shtetl life or could occur in

contemporary life.

 Analyze the Judaism that is illustrated in these stories, and

compare/contrast that depiction of Judaism to their own understanding

of Judaism and Jewish life.

Materials:

 Copy of Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone

o Scene 5: Diagon Alley
o Scene 6: Gringotts
o Scene 7: Olivanders

 Resource 3.3A Sholom Aleichem Story Modern Children

 Resource 3.3B Sholom Aleichem Story Hodel

 Resource 3.3C Discussion Questions

 Resource 3.3D Video Clips from Fiddler on the Roof

Traditions: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gRdfX7ut8gw

Tzeitle: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6o2gISJYwQU

Hodel: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AUGCpL8Qixw

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gRdfX7ut8gw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6o2gISJYwQU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AUGCpL8Qixw
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Set Induction: Harry Potter

Watch select clips from the movie Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone (Scenes 5,6, and 7)

These clips will showcase Harry Potter’s unique world – the wizarding world.

After viewing, the teacher asks:

1. What kinds of situations did we see in these clips?

2. Describe the community in which Harry finds himself.

Activity 1: Background Info on Sholom Aleichem

The teacher should ask:

“Though we live in a world quite different from Harry, can we still relate to his

adventures, relationships, and challenges? How so/how not so?”

The teacher will now transition to the next activity by explaining that we can think of

Sholom Aleichem as the J.K. Rowling of Jewish literature, though (for the most part), the

world he describes was a living reality. Though we no longer live in that world, we can still

connect to the characters in his stories and relate to their lives.

The teacher will begin by providing a brief description of Sholom Aleichem’s life and his

work. The following information should be included in this description:

 Sholom Aleichem was born Solomon Rabinowitz, near Kiev, in 1859 and died in the

Bronx in 1916.

 His pen name, Sholom Aleichem, is the Hebrew greeting “Peace Be Unto You”

 Sholom Aleichem himself often appears in the stories – he appears as different

characters, and he writes down the stories that people bring to him

 Alfred Kazin, who wrote an introduction to the Selected Stories of Sholom Aleichem

described the characters in the stories in the following way:

“You must understand, first, that the characters in this book possess almost

nothing except the word—the Holy word, which is Hebrew, and the word of

everyday life, which is Yiddish. They are “little” people not in the sense that

they are unarmed, defenseless, exiled, not in the world, not in their kind of

world. All they have is the word. They talk as poor people always talk—

because poor people live near each other, and so have a lot of opportunity

talk. They talk the way the European poor always talk—Cockneys or

Neopolitans or Provencals: they talk from the belly; they roar, the grunt, they

scream. They imitate the actual sound that life makes, and they are rough and



Unit 3: Russia

-72-

blunt. But most of all, they are poor Jews talking, i.e. they found an irony in

language itself. Their words strive after the reality, but can never adequately

express the human situation.”18

 For these characters, being Jewish is a gift, a privilege, even though they are

impoverished and often surrounded by anti-Semites who are prone to starting

pogroms.

 The stories that we find in Sholom Aleichem’s work are stories of everyday life.

Activity 2: Reading in Chevrutah

Distribute copies of the selected stories (Resources 3.3A & 3.3B). There are two stories:

“Modern Children,” and “Hodel.” Provide each group with one story to read along with

discussion questions handout (Resource 3.3C)

Activity 3: Fiddler on the Roof Video Clips

Show video clips from Fiddler on the Roof (Unit Resource 3.3D). (Clips will include the

opening scene with song “Tradition” –this was viewed on the first lesson as well. Now that

the students have a better understanding of Russian-Jewish life, they will be able to analyze

it from new angles).

Clip 1: “Tradition”

Clip 2: Scene with Tzeitl (corresponding to “Modern Children” story)

Clip 3: Scene with Hodel (corresponding to “Hodel” story)

After viewing video, teacher will ask:

1. How do the scenes on the film compare to the stories you read?

2. Identify some of the historical events and influences that take place in these scenes

(If it is helpful, you can remind students to consider the timelines they constructed 2

weeks prior to this class)

3. Does the film preserve the voice of Sholom Aleichem? How so?

4. What is the role of tradition in the Jewish community? Does it have a place in

contemporary society?

5. At some point in Fiddler on the Roof, Tevye says “If I bend too far, I will break.” What

do you think he means by this? Are there times when you feel that “if you bend too

far, you will break?”

18Sholem, Aleichem. Selected Stories of Sholom Aleichem. Ed. Alfrd Katzin (New York: Modern Library, 1956), xi
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Activity 4: Student Compositions

Ask students to rejoin their chevrutahs and invite them to compose a song, rap, or poem

that illustrates the life of one of the characters in the stories/movie clips. When students

have finished the assignment, invite them to perform their compositions.
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Lessons 4 & 5—Art

Goals:

 To introduce Marc Chagall, one of the most renowned Jewish artists.

 To show how Chagall used art as a means of self-expression, translating

his life experience into art.

 The historical context, family upbringing and Jewish heritage of artists

can directly affect their stylistic and representational preferences.19

Objectives: By the end of this lesson students will be able to….

 Recognize specific pieces of Marc Chagall’s artwork by title and content.

 Point out and analyze Jewish symbols in Chagall’s art.

 Assess how Chagall’s Russian upbringing influenced his work.

Materials:

 Resource 3.4/5A Images for Memory Cards/Chagall Paintings20

 Resource 3.4/5B Handout “Marc Chagall: The Man, the Artist”21

 Resource 3.4/5C Background information on paintings22

 Canvases (1 per student)

 Brightly colored tempera paint

 Paint brushes

19 Matt Dreffin, “Beyond Judaica: Investigating how Modern and Contemporary Jewish Artists can enable our

own Expression of Jewish Identity” (Curriculum Guide, HUC-JIR, 2011), U2-1.
20 Dreffin, “Beyond Judaica,” Resource CD, Unit 2.
21 Dreffin, “Beyond Judaica,” U2-21.
22 Dreffin, “Beyond Judaica,” U2-20.
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Set Induction: Memory Game23

Print out two images each of five works of Chagall and five works of other Jewish artists

(Resource 3.4/5A) Ensure that each card is the same size, then mix cards up and arrange

them, face down on a table. In quads (pairs of 2), students should play the game of memory,

flipping over two cards at a time, trying to match and “win” the cards.

Once students have finished playing the game, explain that one set of 5 cards is the work of

one artist, while the other 5 are a mixture of different artists. Ask students to try to identify

the 5 pieces of art that are the work of one artist.

Group 1 (Chagall): The Praying Jew, Man with Torah in Snow, Green Violinist, Pregnant

Woman, I and the Village.

Group 2 (Varied Artists): Shema Israel (Samuel Bak), Identity (Ben Shahn), Bury the Hatchet

(Judy Chicago), Son of the Ancient People (Jozef Israels), Illustrations…Cat ate Kid (Frank

Stella).

Activity 1: Debriefing the Game24

After the students have arranged the cards, ask how they categorized the cards. Teacher

will ask:

“Which are the paintings that come from one artist? List the determining factors that

helped you make your decisions.”

These may include:

 Style—dream-like, ethereal

 Imagery—figures in rural setting

 Color – bright and expressive

 Symbolism – flying goat, fiddler on the roof, etc

23 Dreffin “Beyond Judaica”, U2-17.
24 Dreffin, “Beyond Judaica,” U2-17.
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Activity 2: Background Information and Gallery25

The teacher will hand out the worksheet, “Marc Chagall: The Man, the Artist” (Resource

3.4/5B), which will provide background information on Chagall’s work and his use of

symbolism. Allow students time to read through the handout.

While students are reading, the teacher will arrange six paintings in a “gallery” around the

room (Resource 1.4/5A). (Background information on the paintings can be found in

Resource 3.4/5C). The teacher will distribute post-it notes to the students, and ask that

students examine the paintings and try to identify elements of the painting that speak to

Jewish and Russian influences. Students will write their findings on the post-it notes and

stick them on the wall next to the painting.

After students have seen each painting, teacher and students should regroup and view the

gallery together, moving from one painting to the next as a group. The teacher should point

out interesting observations on the post it notes, places where students agree and disagree

on elements of the painting, and symbols that speak to Russian and Jewish influences.

After viewing the paintings, teacher should lead a more in-depth discussion of the Russian

and Jewish elements of Chagall’s work.

1. Can you detect any historical elements that may have impacted Chagall’s artwork?

What are they, and how do you think they impacted Chagall?

2. What can we learn about Chagall’s upbringing from these paintings?

3. Why do you think Chagall chose to incorporate these Jewish symbols into his

paintings?

4. What can these paintings tell us about Chagall’s understanding of Judaism?

5. Would you classify Chagall as a Jewish artist? Why or why not?

25 Adapted from Matt Dreffin “Beyond Judaica,” U2-18.
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Activity 3: Thinking Like Chagall26

Ask students to think of their five most transformative memories. In small groups, students

should share one or more of these memories in great detail (setting, people, feelings, etc.).

As each student shares, their fellow group members should take notes on the feelings and

emotions that the speaker seems to be exuding. After each student is done sharing,

students should distribute their comments to the appropriate people.

The teacher should explain:

“As we have seen, Chagall’s work comes primarily from his memories, rather than

from direct observation. In studying Chagall’s work, we see the world through

Chagall’s eyes, and gain a deeper understanding of how Chagall experiences the

world.”

Activity 4: Art and Memory

Teacher should instruct students to select one of the memories that they have just

described in their small groups. Students should illustrate one of these memories, drawing

from their own nostalgic understanding of the situation combined with the observations

their peers made as the memory was described.

As seen in Chagall’s work, much of his art is abstract and dream-like; very little is

represented realistically. Like Chagall, students should make use of abstract composition

(layout), symbolism, and color to help express their memories.

Students will use brightly colored tempera paint and canvas for their illustrations.

26 Dreffin, “Beyond Judaica,” U2-18.
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Resource 3.1B—Diary Entries
Introduction:

Lena Greenbaum is a young woman who lives in the small shtetl village of Gabernya,

Russia. Gabernya is located in the Pale of Settlement, a territory established by Czarina

Catherine II in 1794, shortly after the Russian Empire gained control of the much of the

Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. This conquest created an interesting situation for the

Russian Empire, putting nearly a million Jews in Russia’s control. To prevent a sudden

influx of Jews, Catherine II imposed restrictions on the Jews, limiting where they could live,

doubling their taxes, and depriving the Jewish communities of judicial powers.

In 1801, Alexander I ascended the throne and appointed a committee to study the Jewish

community. This study resulted in the 1804 Statute Concerning the Organization of Jews,

better known as the Constitution of the Jews, containing the harsh decrees that would

make Jewish life in the Pale a harsh, bitter existence.

We meet our friend Lena in 1852, as a 12 year old girl. The following selection of diary

entries span Lena’s life, and tell of the adventures she has living in Gabernya. Please read

the diary entries, taking special care to note the important historical dates that she

mentions. Once you have finished reading, please create a timeline of Russian Jewish

history, explaining the significance of the events under each date.
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Dear Diary, Sept. 19, 1851

I begged Mama for a few pieces of paper that I could put together to make a diary. I know

that it’s not very practical, especially since there is so much work to be done. But ever since

Papa taught me how to write, it’s my favorite thing to do! I promised Mama that this diary

wouldn’t take me away from my chores, so I can’t write often, but it’s better than nothing!

Today is Tuesday, ironing and mending day – my least favorite day of the week. Sunday is

cleaning day, Mondays are wash days, Tuesdays are ironing and mending, Wednesday is

market day, Thursdays are baking days, on Fridays we prepare for Shabbos, and Saturday

we finally get to rest!

I have to go back to the mending now. I just don’t understand how my silly brothers can get

so many holes in their socks!

Dear Diary, March 4, 1853

My brother, Jonah’s 12th birthday is tomorrow! Mama and I baked some rugelach to

surprise him – it smells delicious, I can’t wait to eat some of it! We have the celebration all

planned out. I made him a new scarf for his birthday…I hope he likes it!

But Mama is so worried. She tries to smile and hide it, but I can tell she’s nervous. What if

the khappers (people who seize unsuspecting children for military duty) come and take

Jonah for military service tomorrow? I don’t know what we’ll do! It’s customary for all

Russian males who turn 18 to serve in the military for 25 years, but why do Jewish boys

have to serve for 31 years?! It’s all because of that horrible Czar Nicholas I. Just two years

after he took over the throne in 1825 he changed the laws so that Jewish boys can be taken

when they’re 12 years old so they can “prepare” for military service. How unfair is that?

Everybody knows it’s just because he doesn’t like Jews, and he thinks that the extra six

years will make the boys more willing to convert. After all, boys like my brother Jonah will

leave their homes when they turn 12 and won’t come home until they’re 43!

I just can’t bear the thought of that. I know we’ll all be praying for Jonah tonight.
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Dear Diary, Oct. 9, 1854

I turned 16 yesterday. Mama and Papa say that it’s time for me to go visit Yenta today –

she’s the village matchmaker. I wonder who Yenta will have for me. I hope it’s someone

smart, and thoughtful, and handsome…. But Mama and Papa say that I must marry

someone who will be able to take care of me, like the butcher’s son. He’ll always be able to

take care of me and our children…at least that’s what my parents say. Can you imagine

having to help butcher animals all day long? I certainly can’t. I wish I could pick my own

husband, but unfortunately it’s not up to me, I have to do what Mama and Papa say. Wish

me luck!

Dear Diary, June 18, 1860

This morning I sent my little boy, Noam, off to cheder for the first time. He’s just four years

old and already it’s time for him to go to school. In a few years he’ll be off to the Talmud

Torah, and then the Yeshiva! Oh, but listen to me, I’m getting ahead of myself. But he’s

growing up so fast….it seems like just yesterday I was rocking him to sleep at night!

But I’m glad that he’s beginning his education. Right now he has so many questions and

nobody to answer them. At cheder, he’ll have a proper Jewish education. He’ll learn the

ways of our people, and whenever he has a question, he can just ask the Rabbi!

My girls and I are going to the market today. I love market day, but my little Sarah can’t

stand it. She doesn’t like being crowded by all of the people here; so many Jews in such a

small space! Just yesterday I heard that there are nearly 5.5 million people in a total of

362,000 square miles! Everyone is in each other’s way, and everyone knows the intimate

details of our lives. I think of our little shtetl as one big family, but my Sarah is shy and

doesn’t want everyone to know every time she gets a cough, and asking her what kind of

man she’s going to marry. I should really pay a visit to the Rabbi and ask his advice on how

to help her.
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Dear Diary, Nov. 10, 1865

Today my husband, Avi, came home with the most wonderful news! For the first time in

years, Jews will be allowed to move out of the Pale of Settlement! Can you believe it?! Well, I

should amend my statement to say that some Jews will be able to move – only large-scale

merchants, Jews who have graduated from university, and skilled artisans will be allowed

to move to the Russian interior!

Avi also said that some Jews – those who have agricultural or commercial qualifications —

will be able to obtain active and passive voting rights, and some might even be able to be

appointed to rural offices!

My Avi is one of the merchants that they will allow to move out of the Pale of Settlement. I

can hardly wait…I’ve never even been outside this town! It’s going to take a long time to get

all of our stuff packed…how will I ever pack for six people? I know my girls will help me

though. My mind is spinning at all of the opportunities my children will have in the city!

Dear Diary, Feb. 24, 1867

I just finish getting my boys ready for school this morning. They have loved being able to go

to Russian schools. They come home every day excited to tell me something new. The

opportunities these schools will give them far surpass anything they could have hoped for

in Gabernya. I’m so thankful that Avi and I were able to give this opportunity to our

children.

But even though I’m thankful, I’m sad that my children seem to be leaving behind some of

their Jewishness. They seem to become more Russian every day. They speak Russian except

for when they converse with me or their father. They have even begun trying to emulate

their Russian schoolmates in the kind of clothes they wear and the things that they like to

do….

Dear Diary, May 21, 1881

I can’t believe the rumor that I just heard. It’s terrible! Someone said that Czar

Alexander II has just been assassinated! Mendel the tailor just told me that some

revolutionary group is behind the attack, but, as usual, everyone is blaming the Jews.

Things have been going well for the last few years; what’s going to happen to us now?
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Dear Diary, Aug. 08, 1881

Things have gotten pretty bad around here. There are anti-Jewish pogroms happening all of

the time. The government has even authorized the pogroms as a result of the rumors that

the Jews were behind the czar’s assassination. We live in a constant state of fear, wondering

if our town is going to be next.

Three of my children have already immigrated to America. They all live in New York City,

and they keep begging Avi and I to move to America as well. Sarah and her husband are

even willing to make room in their small tenement for us. They say that America is a land of

religious freedom, and that we will not have to worry about being persecuted for practicing

Judaism.

Avi and I have talked about it, and while we love our little town, we’re tired of the struggle

of living day to day. We’ve decided to take Sarah up on her offer and move to America. Avi

is off making the arrangements while I try to decide what to pack, what to take from Russia

to begin our new life in America. It’s certainly going to be an adventure!
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Resource 3.2A—Recipes
Russian Cabbage Borscht27

Ingredients:

 3 strips of flanken meat

 2 ½ quarts water

 1 large onion

 One 15.5-ounce can peeled tomatoes in liquid

 One 8-ounce can tomato sauce

 1medium or ½ large head of cabbage, finely sliced into shreds

 Salt and freshly ground pepper to taste

 1 cup dark raisins

 ¼ cup dark brown sugar or to taste

 Lemon juice (optional)

Instructions:

1. Rinse off meat and place in a 4-quart pot. Add the water, bring to a boil, and simmer

for 30 minutes, skimming the top of the soup occasionally to remove the brown

foam.

2. Add the onion, after piercing it 4 or 5 times with a sharp knife. This technique allows

the flavor of the onion to permeate the soup without the onion disintegrating.

3. Squeeze the canned tomatoes through your fingers so that you get uneven strings of

crushed tomato. Add this and any liquid from the can to the pot. Add the tomato

sauce.

4. Add the shredded cabbage, salt and pepper to taste, and the raisins to the soup pot,

and cook for 1 ½ hours partially covered.

5. After 1 ½ hours, add the brown sugar and adjust the seasonings to your taste, using

some lemon juice, if needed, to balance the sweet and sour taste.

6. Cook for ½ hour more. Remove the onion, break up the meat into pieces, remove the

bones, and serve.

Yield: 6-8 serving

27
Wasserman, Tina. Entrée to Judaism: A Culinary Exploration of the Jewish Diaspora (New York: URJ, 2010),

132.
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Eastern European Potato Knishes28

Dough:

 2 cups all-purpose flour

 1 teaspoon baking powder

 ½ teaspoon salt

 2 tablespoons water

 2 tablespoons vegetable oil

 2 eggs, lightly beaten

Filling:

 2 large onions, diced

 2 tablespoons rendered chicken fat or

oil

 2 pounds russet potatoes

(approximately four 5-inch potatoes)

 ¼ cup chopped parsely

 1 large egg

 Salt and freshly ground black pepper

to taste

 1 egg yolk mixed with 1 teaspoon

water for glaze

1. Combine the flour, baking powder, and salt in a medium bowl, and form a well in the

center of the flour mixture. Combine the water, oil, and eggs and pour into the well. Mix

the ingredients together to form a smooth dough. Cover the dough and let it rest while

you make the filling.

2. Slowly cook the onions in the chicken fat or oil in a covered skillet over a low heat for 10

minutes. Remove the cover and fry over medium heat until golden brown.

1. Meanwhile, peel the potatoes and cut them in quarters. Put them in a pot with cold

salted water to cover the potatoes and bring to a boil. Cook the potatoes until tender,

about 20 minutes. Drain and cool for 5 minutes.

2. Mash the potatoes and add the parsley, egg, salt and pepper, and the sautéed onions and

oil and mix thoroughly. Adjust the seasonings if necessary.

3. Preheat the oven to 350 degrees F. Divide the dough in half, and roll each half to 1/8-

inch thickness in a rectangular shape. Spread some of the filling in a line about ½ inch in

from the bottom edge. Fold over the dough and roll until all of the filling is covered. Wet

the edge of the dough with a little water and seal the edges of the dough. Cut the filled

dough away from the remaining dough. Repeat with the remaining dough and filling and

then repeat with the other half of the dough.

4. Cut the roll into 2-inch pieces and place them on a greased or parchment-lined cookie

sheet.

5. Brush with the beaten egg yolk mixed with water and bake for 15 minutes or until

golden brown.

28
Wasserman, Tina. Entrée to Judaism: A Culinary Exploration of the Jewish Diaspora (New York: URJ, 2010),

359.
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Rugelach29

Ingredients:

 8 ounces cream cheese

 8 ounces salted butter

 2 cups all-purpose flour

 1 ½ cups sugar

 2-3 teaspoons ground cinnamon

 1 cup raisins

 ¾ cup chopped walnuts

 Confectioner’s sugar

Instructions:

1. Cream the cheese and butter together on high speed with an electric mixer until well

combined and light and fluffy (the mixture should feather out from the edge of the

bowl). Scrape down the sides of the bowl. Add flour and turn your mixer on and off

ONLY until dough looks like the flour has been incorporated. Remove the dough

from the bowl and lightly drop it on a smooth surface a few times until it forms a

compact mass. (Pressing with your hands could soften the butter and change the

consistency of your finished product).

2. Divide mixture into 8 cylinders, and refrigerate 1 hour or until dough is firm.

3. Roll each portion of the dough into a board that is heavily “floured” with

confectioner’s sugar. Roll out into a 6x9 –inch rectangle.

4. Combine the sugar, cinnamon, raisins, and walnuts in a bowl.

5. After the dough is rolled out, sprinkle with some of the sugar-nut mixture. Roll

dough into a log from the long side. Pinch the seam together on the bottom and the

ends slightly under.

6. Cut filled logs into 8-9 pieces, and place on an ungreased or parchment-lined cookie

sheet. Repeat with remaining dough logs.

7. Bake in 350 degree F oven for 12-15 minutes or until golden. Cool completely before

freezing.

Yield: 5-6 dozen cookies

29
Wasserman, Tina. Entrée to Judaism: A Culinary Exploration of the Jewish Diaspora (New York: URJ, 2010),

141.
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Resource 3.3D—Discussion Questions

1. How would you describe the style of writing for the story?

2. Summarize the problems that Tevye faces in the story. How are they similar or

different from challenges that you have faced?

3. How does Tevye view marriage in this story? What is the role of the matchmaker,

and why is she important?

4. Why does Tevye seem to be concerned about money all of the time? What is its

significance?

5. How does Tevye use “the word” in his everyday life?

6. Describe how Tevye practices Judaism. How is it similar or different than yours?
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Resource 3.4/5A—Memory Game30

The Praying Jew, Marc Chagall

30 All images from: Matt Dreffin, “Beyond Judaica: Investigating how Modern and Contemporary Jewish Artists can

enable our own Expression of Jewish Identity” (Curriculum Guide, HUC-JIR, 2011).
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Man with Torah in the Snow, Marc Chagall
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Green Violinist, Marc Chagall
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Pregnant Woman, Marc Chagall
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I and the Village, Marc Chagall
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Shema Israel, Samuel Bak
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Bury the Hatchet, Judy Chicago
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Identity, Ben Shahn
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Son of the Ancient People, Jozef Israels
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Illustrations…Cat ate Kid, Frank Stella
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Liberation, Marc Chagall
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Resource 3.4/5B—Chagall Handout31

Marc Chagall’s (1887-1985) birthplace lies in the northeast of the Pale of
Settlement (A western part of Imperial Russia). Many of his paintings celebrate the
shtetl life – a place where most of the inhabitants were oppressed and marginalized
Jews. Chagall always credited his native Russia, especially his hometown as the Soil
that nourished the roots of his art. At age 23 he moved to Paris to study, which was a
conscious decision to affiliate himself with the artistic traditions of Western Europe.
He was inspired by Russian icon painting – the refined art of his country being
religious art – but as a Jew, all the Christian symbolism felt inaccessible to him.

His apprenticeships gave him the necessary tools and direction to his art,
enabling him to fuse his individuality with Hassidic pantheism (and make that
unlikely union flourish). On his return to Russia, he encountered completely
abstract art with geometric shapes no longer bearing any relation to seen reality.
This type of nonrealistic painting meant little to him. His paintings, however, are
seen as more a vision than a reality. He lifts the poverty-stricken scenes with bright
colors, shimmering like a rainbow, by a tree raising skywards, or fantastically
shaped clouds.

He absorbed the dressing, waking, praying, courting and loving of the shtetl.
There is something airy and unreal about the figures he painted. They are homely
and grotesque and funny. They are also awkward and coarse, though not vulgar. In
Chagall’s world, they are colorful and unpredictable, endowed with that
spontaneous vitality of oppressed people who feel they are princes disguised as
beggars. With Chagall there disappears from Jewish painting that note of sorrow and
gloom, which hovered over the works of Jewish painters from the east at the turn of
the century. Instead there is a sheer delight in the sensuous aspects of color and
form, and frivolity, humor and wit. He has a keen penetration into the psychological
attitudes of the people and an intimate knowledge of the artistic conceptions by
which Modern Hebrew and Yiddish writers and poets approached the people. He
presented himself as a modern Jewish artist still fully planted in the culture of his
people, while feely absorbing the many trends of modern art. He stands culturally
rooted in traditional biblical lore yet already open to the whole world and capable of
assimilating the icons of the world.

One of his quotes on being a Jewish Artist - “Were I not a Jew, I would not be
an artist at all, or I would be someone else altogether… I know quite well what this
small people can accomplish… when it wished, it brought forth Christ and
Christianity. When it wanted, it produced Marx and socialism. Can it be then that it
would not show the world some sort of art? Kill me if not.”

31 Dreffin, “Beyond Judaica,” U2-21.
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Resource 3.4/5C—Background Info on Paintings32

The Praying Jew
 “Traditional look” to the man
 Religious objects – tefillin and tallit
 Unique style, somewhere between representational and abstract
 Simple colors, but bright in contrast
 Unknown background—at some points unclear where the subject and the background

end or begin
Man with Torah in the Snow

 Brightly colored Kippah (blue) and Torah (red)
 Goat in the background
 Rural housing in the snowy winter of Russia
 Standing outside alone, with Torah
 Bright contrast between snow and clothing

Green Violinist
 Unique colors. Violinist is green; his jacket is a crazy combination of purple
 Floating person in the background
 Goat by violinist’s leg
 Violinist looks like a Russian peasant crazily dancing on the roofs of houses at the

bottom
 Pants have crazy patches

Pregnant Woman
 Goat jumping/flying through the air
 Whole painting has crazy colors—woman has patterned yellow dress. Face is green.
 Woman holds a baby but also appears to have one in her womb
 Background is hectic, with lots of read and (what appears to be) pyramids in the

background
 Empty Russian land with sparse housing at the bottom

Liberation
 Giant red circle, like an archer’s target in the middle
 Green violinist plays with other people dancing in background
 There is a painter, seemingly freed from the traditional modes of work (a sign of the

new position of the Jews in the world).
 Goat appears just below the red circle
 A bride appears in bright white, lying on top of a roof

I and the Village
 Giant green man seems to be moving towards kissing a giant goat
 Colors are bright and all over the place
 The big green man appears to be holding a tree at the bottom
 A small village is in the background where one character is upside down with two

houses

32
Dreffin, “Beyond Judiaca,” U2-20.



Unit 4: Argentina

-122-

Unit 4: Argentina

Course Enduring Understandings:

 Wherever Jewish communities exist, Jews respond by adapting and/or rejecting

elements of the surrounding culture.

 Many core Jewish values and practices endure regardless of external culture.

 Worldwide Jewish communities illustrate the multiplicity of authentic, legitimate,

and authoritative expressions of Judaism.

 Art, food, literature, and unique communal customs serve as both storyteller and

memory-keeper for worldwide Jewish communities.

Unit Enduring Understandings:
 Argentina’s modern Jewish community stems from a unique fusion of South

American culture and Eastern European shtetl life.

 The ways in which Sephardi and Ashkenazi immigrants interacted with Argentinian

society both represent unique, but equally authentic, expressions of Judaism.

 The “Jewish Gaucho” serves as the quintessential symbol of the Jewish response to

Argentinian culture.

Unit Goals:
 To explore the immigration of Jews to Argentina

 To construct an understanding of life in Argentina’s Jewish colonies.

 To teach about the tension new immigrants often feel in navigating how to maintain

their own traditions while also adapting to their new surroundings.

 To teach that although the majority of Argentinian Jews come from Ashkenazi

backgrounds, there is a small percentage that are of Sephardi decent.

 To explore how both Ashkenazi and Sephardi Jews adapted to life in Argentina.

 To teach about the differences between Ashkenazi and Sephardi cooking.

 To introduce the Jewish Argentinian author, Alberto Gerchunoff

 To teach about the environment in which Gerchunoff was writing

 To explore how Gerchunoff’s seminal work Los Gauchos Judios (The Jewish Gauchos

of the Pampas) illustrates Jewish life in the Pampas of Argentina
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Unit Objectives: By the end of this lesson students will be able to….

 Explain how and why Jews came to live in Argentina

 Describe Jewish life in Argentina’s Jewish colonies

 Evaluate how Argentinian Jews adapted and/or assimilated to their host culture

 Summarize the cultural advantages Sephardi Jews had when arriving in Argentina

 Predict ingredients that might be found in Sephardi and Ashkenazi charoset

 Compare and contrast how Ashkenazi and Sephardi communities immersed

themselves in Argentinian culture, and articulate the reasons behind the similarities

and differences

 Summarize select vignettes in Gerchunoff’s Los Gauchos Judios/The Jewish Gauchos

of the Pampas.

 Describe the social, economic, and political environment in which Gerchunoff was

writing.

 Compare and contrast this portrayal of shtetl life to that which was found in Europe.

 Analyze the Judaism that is illustrated in these vignettes, and compare/contrast it

with their own understandings of Judaism and Jewish life.
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Lesson 1—History

Goals:

 To explore the immigration of Jews to Argentina

 To construct an understanding of life in Argentina’s Jewish colonies

 To discuss the tension new immigrants often feel in navigating how to

maintain their own traditions while also adapting to their new

surroundings.

Objectives: By the end of this lesson students will be able to….

 Explain how and why Jews came to live in Argentina.

 Describe Jewish life in Argentina’s Jewish colonies.

 Evaluate how Argentinian Jews adapted and/or assimilated to their host

culture.

Materials:

 Explain how and why Jews came to live in Argentina.

 Describe Jewish life in Argentina’s Jewish colonies.

 Evaluate how Argentinian Jews adapted and/or assimilated to their host

culture.
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Set Induction: Why Immigrate? (5 minutes)

The teacher will write two questions on the board:

1. Why do people immigrate?

2. Why, specifically, do Jews immigrate?

The teacher will ask students to turn to a neighbor to discuss their answers.

Activity 1: Constructing Argentina’s History (30 minutes)

The teacher will divide students into small groups. Each group will be given a basket filled

with artifacts (Resource 3.1A). These artifacts represent pieces of “archeological history”

that were discovered in one of Argentina’s Jewish colonies, and range from primary

documents to (pictures of) farming equipment used in the colonies. Instruct students to

carefully examine each artifact and determine:

a) What is this artifact, and what is its purpose?

b) Why is this artifact important?

c) What does it tell us about Argentinian Jewish life?

Students should use these artifacts to construct an understanding of Argentinian Jewish

life. Using a poster board and glue, students should arrange the artifacts into a “web”,

illustrating how each of these items is connected to each other. Each group should be

prepared to share their poster with the rest of the class.

After student presentations, the teacher should review each artifact with the students and

explain its significance in Argentinian Jewish life (Resource 3.1B).

Activity 2: Skits (30 minutes)

Now that students have a basic understanding of life in the Argentinian Jewish colonies, ask

students to return to their groups and write a short play/skit which illustrates Jewish life.

Each artifact should be alluded to, or discussed, in the skit. Every member of the group

must have a part in the production.

After students are finished writing, ask that they perform their skits for one another.
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Activity 3: Discussion (15 minutes)

After the skits have concluded, ask students to return to their seats.

The teacher will say:

“Please take a few minutes and write down and similarities and differences you

noticed in the skits. How did each group choose to portray Argentinian Jewish life,

and how do you think they made those decisions?”

Teacher should then lead a discussion, asking students to reflect on Argentinian Jewish life

as portrayed in this time period. Questions might include:

1. What are your initial reactions to Jewish life in Argentina?

2. How do you think the Jews’ involvement with agriculture affected their

standing in Argentinian society?

3. Did you notice anything that seemed to be absent from the artifacts you were

given? If so, what?

Note for teacher: there are no “Jewish” artifacts in the baskets,

reflecting the highly secularized culture in Argentina

4. In your opinion, how do Argentinian Jews seem to have reacted to the

tension of being a part of, and a part from, the surrounding culture?
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Lessons 2 & 3 – Food

Goals:

 To teach that although the majority of Argentinian Jews come from

Ashkenazi backgrounds, there is a small percentage that are of Sephardi

decent.

 To explore how both Ashkenazi and Sephardi Jews adapted to life in

Argentina.

 To discuss the differences between Ashkenazi and Sephardi cooking.

Objectives: By the end of this lesson students will be able to….

 Summarize the cultural advantages Sephardi Jews had when arriving in

Argentina.

 Predict ingredients that might be found in Sephardi and Ashkenazi

charoset.

 Compare and contrast how Ashkenazi and Sephardi communities

immersed themselves in Argentinian culture, and articulate the reasons

behind the similarities and differences.

Materials:

 Resource 4.2/3A YouTube Clip from West Side Story

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=II2uaRmlQNg

 Resource 4.2/3B Background Information for Artifact Studies

 Resource 4.2/3C Charoset Text Study

 Resource 4.2/3D Recipes

 Cooking utensils (see Resource 4.2/3C)

 Kitchen space

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=II2uaRmlQNg
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Set Induction: West Side Story: The Jets and the Sharks (5 min.)

The teacher will show a short YouTube clip (Resource 4.2/3A) of “Dance at the Gym” from

West Side Story. This clip showcases the distinctly different groups, the Americans and the

Puerto Ricans.

After the students view the film, the teacher will say:

“We can see that the two groups, the Jets and the Sharks, are of two distinct ethnic

groups. Though they inhabit the same spheres, they maintain their separateness

through their cultural identities. They each interact with the world around them in

different ways. The Jets seem to emulate the majority population while the Sharks

seem to remain distinctive.” In the country we will be studying today, see if you can

tell if there is a similar scenario, and if so, who might be the “Jets” and who might be

the “Sharks?”

Activity 1: Artifact Studies (50 min. to prep, 35 min. to present/debrief)

Teacher should split students into two groups; assign one group to be “Ashkenazi” and one

group to be “Sephardi.” Provide students with background information (Resource 4.2/3B)

specifically on Argentina’s Sephardi and Ashkenazi populations. Ensure that students have

access to computers. Instruct students to read their respective groups’ information, and to

research more general Sephardi or Ashkenazi culture (depending on assigned group).

Students should identify ten artifacts that illustrate important cultural practices (art,

literature, food, dress, etc.) for Ashkenazi and Sephardi Jewry. Artifacts may include what

they find online (pictures, mp3s, etc.) as well as objects they create based on the

information they find.

Students should prepare a short (10 minute) presentation to share what they have learned

with their peers. Presentations should narrate the artifacts that the groups select.

After presentations, the teacher will lead a short debriefing discussion. Questions might

include:

1. How would you recognize Ashkenazi and Sephardi culture?

2. What are the similarities in the cultures? The differences?

3. From what you have just learned about Ashkenazi and Sephardi culture, which do

you think would have an easier time adapting to life in Argentina? Why/How so?



Unit 4: Argentina

-129-

Teacher will conclude by saying:

“As we can see, Sephardi and Ashkenazi Jews have adapted differently to life in

Argentina “So, although their [the Sephardim] external conformity was far greater

than that of their Ashkenazi brethren, internally they also managed to create and

preserve the kind of institutional framework that seems to work in an Hispanic

environment. Thus they were able to preserve their Jewishness while at the same

time acclimating more to the Argentinian culture than the Ashkenazim.”33

Activity 2: Charoset Text Study (15 min.)

Teacher will say:

“Because the modern Argentinian Jewish community stems from these various

immigrant groups, we often see elements of their countries of origin in their cultural

and Judaic practices. On Passover, Jews around the world eat charoset. However, the

way in which the charoset may include any number of ingredients that reflect what

is common and/or readily available in their communities. When these communities

immigrate to new countries, they often take these cultural practices with them.”

Teacher will distribute text study sheet (Resource 4.2/3C) and instruct students to break

up into chevruta. Students should read the texts and work through the discussion questions

provided on the text study handout.

Activity 3: Making Charoset (45 min.)

Teacher will divide the class into three groups. Each group will be provided with a recipe

(Resource 4.2/3D) for charoset from a different Diaspora community (both Sephardi and

Ashkenazi). After each group completes their charoset, conduct a “blind taste test” of the

various charoset recipes. Ask students to guess which recipe is which, based on the

ingredients that they know went into each recipe.

33 Elazar, Daniel Judah, and Peter Medding, Jewish Communities in Frontier Societies: Argentina, Australia, and

South Africa (New York: Holmes & Meier, 1983), 9.
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After students are finished eating, teacher will say:

“As we can see, these recipes are very different from one another and reflect the

foods that were readily available in their countries of origin. The Talmud text

identifies a debate regarding requirements surrounding charoset, however there is

no conclusive answer given. However different the recipes may be from one

another, though, they all represent the mortar used to build bricks by the Israelites

in Egypt.”

Activity 4: My Charoset (25 min.)

Teacher will remind students that the ingredients found in the various recipes of charoset

represent that which was readily available in the various Diaspora communities. Teacher

will ask students to consider the region in which they live, and the place from which their

ancestors may have emigrated. Teacher will ask students to compose a “shopping list” of

charoset ingredients that would both tell the story of their family’s ancestry as well as

remain faithful to the notion that charoset represents the mortar used by the Israelites in

Egypt. Along with the list, students should write a short paragraph to serve as the narrative

to their shopping lists, describing why each ingredient was included (Does it reflect a

grandparent’s native land? Does it represent the regional cuisine of the surrounding area?

Is it included simply to thicken the charoset so that it will look like mortar? Etc.)

The teacher will ask students to tape their “shopping lists” on the walls in the classroom.

Students will be given the opportunity to view their peers’ shopping lists.

Afterward, the teacher should lead a short reflective discussion. The teacher might ask:

1. What did you notice about the ingredients in these lists?

2. Did you notice any patterns in ingredients? If so, what, and why might these

patterns exist?

Closure: Popcorn (5 min.)

Teacher will ask students to “popcorn” (volunteer their answer to the teacher’s prompt in a

random fashion, without going in a particular “order” of students), answering the question:

“Do you identify more with the Ashkenazi or the Sephardic Jews’ experience in

Argentina? How so/not so?
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Lesson 4—Literature

Goals:

 To introduce the Jewish Argentinian author, Alberto Gerchunoff

 To discuss the environment in which Gerchunoff was writing

 To explore how Gerchunoff’s seminal work Los Gauchos Judios (The

Jewish Gauchos of the Pampas) illustrates Jewish life in the Pampas of

Argentina

Objectives: By the end of this lesson students will be able to….

 Summarize select vignettes in Gerchunoff’s Los Gauchos Judios/The

Jewish Gauchos of the Pampas.

 Describe the social, economic, and political environment in which

Gerchunoff was writing

 Compare and contrast this portrayal of shtetl life to that which was

found in Europe.

 Analyze the Judaism that is illustrated in these vignettes, and

compare/contrast it with their own understandings of Judaism and

Jewish life.

Materials:

 Resource 4.4A YouTube Clip

(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C1RmhiTFyqc&feature=related)

 Resource 4.4B Selected Stories from Los Gauchos Judios/The Jewish

Gauchos of the Pampas

 Resource 4.4C Discussion Questions

 Resource 4.4D Newspaper Template

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C1RmhiTFyqc&feature=related
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Set Induction: What is a Cowboy? (10 min.)

The teacher will ask students, “What is a cowboy?” The teacher will instruct students to

write an answering, including at least five characteristics that come to mind on index cards.

Teacher will then ask students to crumple/fold index cards and throw them into the middle

of the circle. Students will each take an index card from the center of the pile and read the

answers to the rest of the class.

Afterward, the teacher will ask students to reflect on the answers. Questions might include:

1. What did you notice about the answers your peers wrote?

2. Were there any characteristics that seem to come up often? Any that failed to be

mentioned?

3. What kind of people can be cowboys?

4. Can Jews be cowboys?

The teacher will conclude, saying:

“We have been learning about Jewish life in the Argentinian colonies, located in the

Pampas, or the “plains” or “grasslands” of Argentina. It is in the shtetl-like colonies

in the Pampas, that we meet the first “Jewish Cowboys,” or “Jewish Gauchos.” We

learned a couple of weeks ago that “the legend of the Jewish gaucho emerged at the

turn of the century: a person midway between the cultures of the ghetto and the

pampa. The number of such Jews who existed is less important than the grip the

image exerted upon people’s minds: the Jewish gaucho symbolizes the settlers’

physical and psychic investment in the upbuilding of the Argentine interior.”34”

Activity 1: Video Clip of Life in the Argentinian Colonies (10 min.)

The teacher will play the YouTube video from the Museum and Archives of the Jewish

Colonies of Entre Rios, Argentina. This short film provides imagery (as well as additional

background information) for much of what students learned about in “Lesson 1—History”

of this unit.

After the clip has ended, the teacher will say:

“Please keep this imagery in the back of your minds as we begin reading Alberto

Gerchunoff’s Los Gauchos Judios, or The Jewish Gauchos of the Pampas.”

34Judith Laikin Elkin, The Jews of Latin America (New York: Holmes & Meier, 1998), 115.
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Activity 2: Background Information about Alberto Gerchunoff35 (10 min.)

The teacher will provide a brief introduction to Alberto Gerchunoff’s life and work. The

following information should be included:

 Alberto Gerchunoff was born in Proskuroff, Russia on January 1, 1883

 Proskuroff was a small shtetl, inhabited by lower-class Jews

 Moved to Tulchin in 1886, where he learned of Baron Maurice de Hirsch’s plan to

relocate Jews to Argentina.

 Eventually arrived in Moiseville, an agricultural colony in the Santa Fe province

 Stories describe Jewish life in Entre Rios

 He grew up as a Yiddish speaker, until 1894 when he switched to Spanish, taught to

him by his Sephardic teacher

 Gerchunoff spoke Yiddish his whole life. “Actually, one might be able to go as far as

to say that The Jewish Gauchos was thought out in Yiddish, yet written in Spanish. Its

pages have a unique syntax, in part owing to Gerchunoff’s purist modernista

approach, for which he became widely known as an editorialist, and in part to his

Yiddish ascendancy; and they are seasoned with transliterations from the Hebrew

pronounced with a heavy Yiddish accent.”36

 The 1974 edition of the Encyclopedia Judaica describes The Jewish Gauchos of the

Pampas as “the first work of literary value to be written in Spanish by a Jew in

modern times.”

 While gauchos were often glorified as the quintessential national idol, Gerchunoff

portrayed the Jewish gauchos as family-oriented and loyal to the biblical code of

ethics.

Activity 3: Reading Vignettes in Chevrutah (30 minutes)

The teacher will instruct students to pick a chevrutah partner. The teacher will provide

each group with the selected stories from Los Gauchos Judios/The Jewish Gauchos of the

Pampas by Alberto Gerchunoff (Resource 4.4B). The teacher will also provide discussion

questions for each chevrutah pair (Resource 4.4C).

35 Compiled from the Forward of Alberto Gerchunoff, The Jewish Gauchos of the Pampas. Trans. Prudencio De

Pereda (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico).
36Alberto Gerchunoff, The Jewish Gauchos of the Pampas. Trans. Prudencio De Pereda (Albuquerque:

University of New Mexico), xiv.
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Activity 4: Newspaper Articles (25 min.)

The teacher will instruct students to write a newspaper article using the provided template

(Resource 4.4D)

The teacher will say:

“Imagine that you are a visiting journalist in the Argentinian colonies that

Gerchunoff describes in his stories. Write a newspaper article describing the lives of

the colonists. What is important to them? What does a typical day look like? How do

the colonists interact with one another? With those living outside the colonies? You

should also include a picture and caption that captures the message you are trying

to convey in your article.”

Closure: Taking a Poll (5 min.)

The teacher will ask students to respond to the question “Do you think the Jews who lived

in the Pampas were a part of the surrounding culture, or apart from the surrounding

culture?” The teacher will assign one side of the room to be “a part of” and the other to be

“a part from.” The teacher will ask for a few volunteers to explain how they came to their

decisions.
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Unit 4

Resources



EAST EUROPEAN JEWRY 41 7THE JEW IN THE MODERN WORLD416 

pogroms exceeded that of poverty as seen by thedo they care .... We found," the commissioners 
following figures: added with reference to the general situation of 

Russian Jewry, "that America was by no means an 
The yearly average of the Russian Jewsunknown country to them, and that many of the 

going to the United States alone was 12.,856families have relatives and friends in the United 
for 1881-1886; it reached 2.8,509 in the next States" (cited in L Greenberg, The Jews in Russia: 
five-year period, rose to 44,829 during 1891Tile Struggle for Emancipation [New Haven: Yale 
1895 and declined (perhaps affected by anUniversity Press, 1951], vol. 2., pp, 74-75). It is 
economic slump in America) to 31,278 fromestimated that by 1914 some two million Jews left 
1896 to 1900. The average yearly figures were Russia. This selection is from the Warsaw news
58,625 for 1901-1905; 82,223 for 1906-1910 paper Hazfiral!; it cites, as a warning against pre
and 75,144 for 1911-1914. Altogether nearly cipitous emigration, a letter to the editor of Noooe 
two million Jews left Russia from 1880 to 1914Vremyo, a daily newspaper in St. Petersburg. To 
(Hans Rogger, "Tsarist Policy on Jewish Emstrengthen the point of this letter, Hazfirah pub
igration," Soviet Jewish Affairs 3, no. 1 [1973J,lished an accompanying appeal for caution from a 
p. 28. See also W. W. Kaplun-Kogan, DieJewish immigration relief committee in Memel, a 
juedischen Wanderbewegungen ill der neuestellport city in East Prussia. However, the threat of 
Zeit [Bonn, 1919]. especially pp. 19-25.) 

BARON MAURICE DE HIRSCH 
29. Appeal to the Jews in Russia (1891)1 

alone will be authorised to give you the TC! my co-religionists in Russia: You know 
essary facilities. that I am endeavouring to better your lot. It 

Only those persons who have been is, therefore, my duty to speak plainly to you 
lected by the committees can have the and to tell you that which it is necessary you 
vantage of the assistance of myself and 

should know. 
those who are working with me.I am aware of the reasons which oblige 
who leaves the country without the many of you to emigrate, and I will gladly do 
currence of the committees will do so all in my power to assist you in your hour of 
own risk, and must not count on anydistress. But you must make this possible for 
from me. me. Your emigration must not resemble a 

lt is obvious that in the beginning . headlong, reckless flight. by which the en
number of emigrants cannot be large; fordeavour to escape from one danger ends in 
only must places of refuge be found 

destruction. 
those who first depart, but necessary You know that properly organised com
rations be made for those who follow.mittees are shortly to be established in 
on the emigration will be able toRussia, with the consent and under the su
larger proportions. pervision of the Imperial Russian Govern

Remember that I can do nothing forment. The duty of these committees will be 
without the benevolent and graciousto organise the emigration in a business-like 
port of the Imperial Russian Govemm way. All persons desirous of emigrating will 

In conclusion, I appeal to you. Youhave to apply to the local committees, who 

inheritors of your fathers, who for centuries, encouragement in my own name and in the 
have suffered so much. Bear this inheritance name of thousands of your co-religionists. 
yet awhile with equal resignation. Take them to heart and understand them. 

Have also further patience, and thus ren May the good God help you and me, and 
der it possible for those to help you who are also the many who work with us for your 
anxious to do so. benefit with so much devotion. 

I send you these words of warning and of 

1. Baron de Hirsch (1831-1896), one of the their governments were eager to receive immi
wealthiest individuals of his time. A German Jew grants. The Baron hoped to divert the flow ofJew
ish financier, he devoted the larger portion of his ish immigration to these areas, for he felt the 
life and vast fortune to philanthropy. He was the crowding of hundreds of thousands of pau perized 
benefactor of a variety of Jewish causes, e.g., the Jews into the cities of North America was bound 
Alliance Israelite UniverselIe; the Baron de Hirsch to lead to antisemitism. A life of farming, even 

in New York City, established to assist Jew- with the Baron de Hirsch's generous assistance, in 
immigrants in the United States; and the Jew an unknown distant land, appealed to relatively 
Colonization Association, established in 1891 few immigrants. America continued to be the 

facilitate and organize the mass emigration of main destination. This letter, which originally ap
from Russia and to encourage their reha peared in Russian and Yiddish, was addressed to 

in agricultural colonies, particularly in the prospective emigrants from Russia, appealing 
Ar2entina and BraziL He chose these countries to them to cooperate with the Jewish Colonization 

they contained an abundance of unpopu Association. 

land suitable for agriculture and because 


SIMON DUBNOW 

Autonomism (1901)1 


. Autonomy as a historic claim is thus the this sphere I must be independent tel the 
and inalienable right of each national same degreethafariy other. national minor

; only its forms depend on the ity is autonomous in the state. I have the 
which a nationality has within a mul right to speak my language, to use it in all 

state.... In view of its condition my social institutions, to make it the lan
Diaspora, Jewish nationality cannot guage of instruction in my schools, to order 

for territorial or political isolation, but my internal life in my communities, and to 
for social and cultural autonomy. The create institutions serving a variety of. na

says: "AaJLdtizenof my cOIll,ltryI par tional purposes; to join in the common activ
.civ.:Kand political life , . but as a ities with my brethren not only in this coun

the Jewish nationality I have, in try but in all countries of the world and to 
own national needs, and in participate in all the organizations which 

Simon Dubnow, Nationalism and History, Essays on Old and New Judaism, ed. Koppel S. Pinson (New 
Atheneum, 1970), pp. 136-39. Copyright 1958 by the Jewish Publication Society. Reprinted by 

of the Jewish Publication Society. Source: The Jewish Chronicle (London), September 18, 1891, p, 13. 
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Resource 4.1A—Artifacts
Suitcase

Argentina Stamp in Passport
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Ticket to Steamship Weser

Crops
STEAMSHIP WESER
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Farm Equipment

Projections for Immigration from Jewish Colonization Association (JCA)37

Year Projected Number of Jews Actual Number of Jews

1st year, 1892 25,000 2,500

1893-1917 3,250,000 No more than 15,000 per

year

Total 3,275,000 33,000

37 Jews of Latin America, Judith Laikin Elkin, 109
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Yiddish Theater Poster

Jewish Gauchos
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Letter in Spanish

Hola Mamá,

¿Cómo está usted? ¿Cómo plantando la estación va? ¿Es un buen año, una buena

cosecha? Acabamos de llegar aquí en Buenos Aires, y estamos intentando conseguir

colocados. Voy a comenzar mi aprendizaje mañana de modo que pueda aprender un

comercio. Pero la vida de la ciudad es tan diferente que vida en la Pampa. ¡Espero que me

acostumbre a ella pronto!

Te amo,

Michael

Hi Mom,

How are you? How is planting season going? Is it a good year, a good harvest? We just

arrived here in Buenos Aires, and are trying to get settled. I am going to start my

apprenticeship tomorrow so that I can learn a trade. But town life is so different than life on

the Pampas. I hope that I get used to it soon!

I love you,

Michael

Logo for Sociedad Hebraica Argentina (SHA)
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Jewish Colonization Association Colonies in Argentina and Brazil38

Name Settled Hectares

Moisesville 1891 118,262

Mauricio 1892 43,485

Clara 1892 102,671

Lucienville 1894 40,630

Philippson 1903 5,764

Baron Hirsch 1905 110,866

Santa Isabel 1908 47,804

Narcisse Leven 1909 46,466

Quatro Hermaos 1910 93,885

Montefiore 1912 29,075

Dora 1912 2,980

Cohen-Oungre 1925 23,074

Avigdor 1936 17,175

San Jose Not colonized 156

38 Adapted from Morton D. Winsberg, Colonia Baron Hirsch, pg. 6, from the Jews of Latin America by Judith

Laikin Elkin, pg. 110
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Resource 4.1B—Explanation of Artifacts

1. Suitcase: represents the immigration of Jews from Eastern Europe and the eastern

Mediterranean to Argentina.

2. Baron De Hirsch’s Appeal to the Jews in Russia: Primary document, sent to Jews

in Russia encouraging them to immigrate to Argentina

3. Ticket to Steamship Weser: “In 1889, a group of Russian Jews arranged their own

emigration about the steamship Weser. They found themselves stranded and

penniless, however, when their contract for the purchase of farmland was not

honored. Reduced to poverty, without food or housing, the immigrants hovered near

the railway station, sustaining themselves with handouts from passengers. Many

children died in the first winter, and numbers of young women went off with white

slavers. The entire enterprise would have died aborning had it not been for Dr.

Wilhelm Loewenthal, a Jewish sanitary engineer. Investigating on behalf of the

Alliance Israelite Universelle, he brought the plight of the settlers to the attention of

Baron Maurice de Hirsch.”39

4. Argentina Stamp in Passport: represents the immigration of Jews to Argentina (It

is important to note that, “From 1931 to the outbreak of World War II, an estimated

92,351 persons, or 18 percent of Jewish migrants, settled in Latin America. Of all the

countries of the southern continent, Argentina had always received the largest

number of Jewish immigrants. Over the course of a century, she absorbed 5 percent

of the total European Jewish migration, ranking a distant third after the United

States (71.5 percent) and Palestine/Israel (9.7 percent).”40)

5. Document from Baron Maurice de Hirsch: Jewish financier who purchase large

tracts of land in the Argentine Pampas, and transplant several million Jews there.

“To that end de Hirsch established a foundation, the Israelite Colonization

Association (ICA), funded it with $40 million of his private fortune, bought up 1.4

million acres of Argentine (and some Brazilian) soil, and hired a small army of

economists and agronomists to administer the project.”41

39
The Jews of Latin America pg. 106

40
The Jews of Latin America pg. 74

41
The Course of Modern Jewish History, pg. 688
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6. Farm Equipment: “JCA (Jewish Colonization Association) organized and paid for

the immigrants’ transportation to Argentina; allocated land, tools, and farm animals;

and provided shelter for the colonists during the transition years. It hired

administrators to run the colonies and represented the colonists in their dealings

with the Argentine government. What was demanded of the settlers was that they

be “experienced farmers, with families large enough to provide sufficient

manpower; they had to have some savings of their own and a willingness to forge

the way in a new, pioneering endeavor.’”42

7. Crops: “The presence of the stranded Weser immigrants in Santa Fe Province, on the

edge of Argentina’s wheat belt, provided the sort of opportunity he [Baron Maurice

de Hirsch] relished. There the lure of virgin land, which was attracting settlers in

large numbers, meshed with the worldwide rise in the price of wheat to present

prospects of a profit to be made through large-scale cultivation of grain. How better

to combine philanthropy with good business practice than by transferring displaced

Jews from Russia and settling them as farmers on land suitable for growing wheat?

Thus Jews would become self-sufficient in the one occupation that, according to the

baron’s philosophy, could accomplish their “moral and physical regeneration.’”43

8. Projections for Immigration from Jewish Colonization Association (JCA):

Represents the anticipated numbers of Jewish immigrants, and compares them with

the actual numbers.

9. Yiddish Theater Poster: “For the Ashkenazim… “Jewish” was Yiddish, and vice

versa. The sum total of one’s identity as a Jew was the sum total of Yiddish

newspapers, magazines, books, and theaters, which flourished in Argentina as they

did in no other Jewish community in the New World. Not even New York saw such a

flowering of Yiddish culture.”44

42
The Jews of Latin America pg. 108

43
The Jews of Latin America, pg. 108

44
Jewish Communities in Frontier Societies, pg. 119
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10. Gauchos: “The legend of the Jewish gaucho emerged at the turn of the century: a

person midway between the cultures of the ghetto and the pampa. The number of

such Jews who existed is less important than the grip the image exerted upon

people’s minds: the Jewish gaucho symbolizes the settlers’ physical and psychic

investment in the upbuilding of the Argentine interior.”45

11. Letter in Spanish: “A generational shift between immigrant and native Jews was

leading to a profound cultural shift as well. Yiddish culture bound immigrants to

their community of origin in Eastern Europe, while serving as a bond with fellow

immigrants. The native-born generation, educated in Spanish, moved quickly into

the mainstream of national concerns, and was progressively distanced from

specifically Jewish matters that were still bound up in Yiddish.”

12. Logo for Sociedad Hebraica Argentina (SHA): “Several cultural associations

merged to form the Sociedad Hebraica Argentina in 1926. Within two years, SHA

had a membership of 1,400; today it is one of the premier cultural institutions of

Buenos Aires. As authors and playwrights, Jews gained acceptability by identifying

with Argentine rather than Jewish themes.

13. Jewish Colonization Association Colonies in Argentina and Brazil: Chart that

gives information about the numerous Jewish colonies in Argentina. (Note the

“Jewish” names of the colonies).

45
The Jews of Latin America, pg. 115
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/

8 Jewish Communities in frontier Socletle.'i

themselves in new soil, pursuing lines of development that reflected
their European heritage but were. nevertheless. substantially different
because of the transplantation." These fragments began their separate
development from the point at which they were separated from Euro-
pean civilization as a whole. often maintaining.patterns common to the
civilization they left behind in forms that remained more or less frozen
or took radically different directions from 'those of the original civiliza-
tion, which continue to undergo adaptations of irs own.

If there is any process to be noted in this sequence. it is
in the way in which these fragments of civilization have tended to be
self-consciously conservative in their early stages. as the pioneers of
the new settlements try to retain the only civilization they know. Then,
once rooted. the settlements "take off" in new directions more appro-
priate to the new environment, directions that are possible precisely
because the population has become more self-confident and at home.
The Jewish settlements in the Southern Hemisphere followed this pat-
tern. They began as fragments of various European Jewries, making
every effort to maintain familiar ways during the period of sell ling in,
and only later beginning to move in the direction of more relaxed
development of indigenous patterns. The tendency of those Jewish
immigrants who sought 10 remain Jews. but who were not themselves
learned in Jewish matters, was to identify their previous Jewish experi-
ences as the sum and substance of Jewishncss, and to be most fearful
of any changes. This tendency was reinforced by their minority status
in the new countries.

This point can hardly be overemphasized. The desper-
ate efforts of the first-generation Jewish immigrants to Argentina and
other parts of Latin America to preserve Yiddish as the basis for Jew-
ish life, or the overwhelming commitment of larges segments of early
Australian and Southern African Jewry to maintaining the Anglo-
Jewish style in their synagogues and other institutions, reflect this
general human need to hold on to the familiar in a period of upheaval.
This need was intensified by the Jewish fear of assimilation inro a non-
Jewish environment if old moorings are let loose. In due course. how-
ever. the Jews who migrated to the various countries of the Southern
Hemisphere have had to adapt to their new environments. That proc-

--ess oT ad~pt"ation. and its consequences for organized Jewish life in
each country. is the subject of this book.

Each of the three communities found itself in an envi-
ronment substantially different from the one its founders and settlers
had known in the Old World: and despite the common thread of the
frontier experience, each of the three communities differs significantly
from the others. The Jews who sculed in Argentina found themselves
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immersed in an Hispanic civilization whose roots were premodern and
which. even as it developed an Argentinian personality. had a difficult
time shaking ofT its late medieval configuration. As an Hispanic coun-
try. Argentina was also a Catholic one from the first. going through the
process of modernization more or less as it has been experienced in
other Catholic countries. albeit with local variations.

Those Jews who came to Argentina from the Middle
East-either Sephardim of Spanish ancestry. who had the language
and mannerisms of the Hispanic world. or Syrian Jews. who belonged
to a shared Mediterranean culture-found this premodern Catholic so-
ciety sufficiently familiar to enable them to fit in with relatively lillie
difficulty. Over the generations. they had developed mechanisms for
institutional survival under conditions similar to those they found in
the New World. So. although their external conformity was far greater
than that of their Ashkenazi brethren. internally they also managed 10
create and preserve the kind of institutional framework that seems to
work in an Hispanic environment. Thus they were able to preserve
their Jewishness while at the same time acclimating more to the Argen-
tinian culture than the Ashkenazim.

The majority of the Jews who came to Argentina were
Yiddish speakers from Eastern Europe. particularly from Poland and
Galicia. Their outlook was substantially shaped by the revolutionary
currents that had swept their part of the world in the nineteenth cen-
tury. They were foreign to Argentina in speech. manner. and outlook.
At the same time. their energetic volubility squared well with the
Argentinian way of life. Arter an initial period of development. their
communal organizations. like the institutions of Argentina itself. be-
came forums for grand debates rather than effective vehicles of govern-
ance. Wanting to perpetuate the way of life they had brought with
them. they became in the process even more alienated from the Argen-
tinian environment that was so strange to them. and in turn. alienated
their children both from themselves and from Argentina.

Australia was from the first a fragment of British--
perhaps even English=-civihzation in its eighteenth-century manifests-
tions: fully Protestant with a strong Methodist emphasls-:- rapidIV--
modernizing. reformist. and liberal in many respects. But it was a
fragment drawn overwhelmingly from one particular class of English
society-the lower class-sprinkled with a few sons of the aristocracy.
usually black sheep who had to travel far from home for one reason or
another. The first Jews to settle in Australia. like so many of the first
non-Jews, were ~.xiled there as a result of criminal activities. However .
most were not hardened criminals but people who had been driven to
crime by the dire circumstances of late eighteenth- century urban En-

retkcted
different
separate
In Euro-
~ 10 the
~ frozen
'c1\; liza-

bee. it is
~ to be
~rs of
,. Then.
~ appro-
weciseJy
• bome.
this pat-
making
.~ng in.
,relaxed
I Jewish
mselvcs
t experi-
I fearful
If status

Deana
Typewritten Text
-148-



, ~,

J

6

The Jews in Argentina

A Land of Second Choice

.\

l., ,While some Argentinian Jews like to recall the MBrrano past in
their country. the present community traces its origins back
to the late nineteenth century. Thus. the Jews have no con-

nection whatsoever with the great events of Argentinian history. the
heroic struggles from the first revolt against Spain in 1810 to the con-
stitutional compromise of 1880. This is paradigmatic of the condition of
Latin American Jewry. increasing their marginality in Latin American
society-which would already have been great given the doubly alien
origins of most of them as Jews from Eastern Europe.

Like other Latin American countries, Argentina was a
country of second choice for most Jews who settled there. Thus. their
commitment to Argentina from the first was ambivalent. It served as a
place of refuge for them. without any expectations on their part. Con-
sequently, until the present generation. the Jews resisted assimilation
into Argentinian society and culture.

For the Jewish immigrants. Argentina was a land of
mystery. The United States, for example. already had assumed mythic
proportions in the eyes of the world; its character. culture, and expec-
tations were known to Jews and non-Jews alike in one form or another.
even if in exaggerated ways. Jews who emigrated to the North Ameri-
can republic had some notion of what they were getting into-and
however obscure and fuzzy the expectations. they still retained some
grains of truth. Since few Jews planned 'to go to Argentina or other
Latin American countries beforehand. and Latin America itself was
essentially unknown and uninteresting to Europeans. the Jews did not
know what to expect.

._.,- -_._--
i I
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90 Jewish Communities in Frontier Suciflies

Considering the fact that there were virtually no Jews
living on the Iberian Peninsula at the time. there was also no body of
recent Jewish experience in an Hispanic environment from which the
Jewish settlers could draw. The well-recorded history of the Spanish
and Portuguese expulsions and inquisitions was hardly a strong recom-
mendation. Perhaps this is one of the major reasons why the first
Russian and Polish Jews who came to Latin America referred to them-
selves as Russian or Polish rather than Jewish. thinking that it was
better to sound like complete foreigners than to evoke ancient symbols
of religious haired.

There have been at least three historically important
Jewish communities within Argentina. These are the colonial Jewish
community. which came mainly from Spain and Portugal to settle in
Argentina during the three centuries of colonial rule; the agrarian com-
munity, which came from Eastern Europe to settle on the land under
the auspices of institutions like the Jewish Colonization Association of
the Baron de Hirsch during the four decades from 1890 to 1930; and the
modern cosmopolitan community, which came from all parts of
Europe and the Mediterranean basin to settle in great urban concentra-
tions (more than 70 percent in greater Buenos Aires) in the century
following the independence and unification of Argentina.

The centuries of Jewish life in Argentina during the
colonial period had far less impact upon modern Argentinian Jewry
than upon modem Argentina in general. In fact. if one searches for any
kind of continuity between these early Jewish settlers and modern-day
Argentina. one finds it only in the wider sense. Avni claims thai in
1810. when Argentina first began 10 break away from Spain:

the situation of the country. from the standpoint of Jewish exis-
tence within it. resembled the situation of other Spanish ter-
ritories in America and other parts of the world. An absolute
ban. going back hundreds of years. existed on the entry of Jews
to those territories. even if they changed their religion and con-
verted to Catholicism. This' ban applied to the children and
grandchildren of anyone who was not of "pure blood" just as it
applied (0 any stranger who was not Spanish and had not re-
ceived special permission to settle in overseas Spanish ter-
ritories. This policy. which was consistently maintained by
Spain for hundreds of years. together with a monopolistic eco-
nomic policy which transformed Argentina into a most distant
and peripheral territory vis-a-vis the economic and adrninistra-
"tivc center at Lima (Peru). prevented European emigres in any
large numbers from striking roots there'
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..Whereas this policy may have been "consistently maintained:' it was
not consistently enforced. The Imperial Spaniards had many laws
which. as noted earlier, they enforced selectively. The Inquisition had
spurts of fervor during which it zealously searched out. tried. and
burned scores of crypto-Jews. And yet as politic as it was for the
imperial rulers to occasionally ferret out large numbers of Jews. it was
no accidental oversight that far greater numbers were allowed to enter
and develop the commerce of Spanish America. An agent of the Inqui-
sition stationed in Buenos Aires in 16J9 complained not thai there were
Jews in Buenos Aires. but "that Jews were arriving on every ship
sailing into the port. "1

As a result of this tacit consent to Jewish immigration
to Spanish America. a relatively high percentage of the Europeans in
thc colonies were Jews or New Christians. In the Argentinian context,
Liebman writes:'
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According to the noted historian Charles R. Boxer, the total
white population of Buenos Aires in 1620 was 1,060 souls. and
of the fifty foreigners residing there, forty-six were Portuguese.
Most authorities agree that in the seventeenth century in the
Spanish New World, "Portuguese" and "Jews" were synony-
mous.

The area around Potosi and Tucuman was quite heavily
populated by Jews in the late sixteenth and first three decades of
the .sevcnteenth century. Most of the Jews were wealthy Portu-
guese .... Many operated mule trains. They controlled much of
the local trade and had an almost royal monopoly of the Negro
slave trade ....

Jose Toribio Medina reported the presence of many Jews
in \hc Buenos Aires area as car\')' as \()()1.... Pab\o Lln\(.wr\\cs
that in 1622 there were about 500 Jews in what is now Argentina
and that they constituted almost 25% of the total population.'

II is hard to gauge the rhythm of the fragmentary Jew-
ish life of the Marranos in Argentina in the sixteenth century and
subsequently, since the evidence is scanty at best. Severa) things hap-
pened in the mid-seventeenth century to dampen Jewish enthusiasm
for emigrating from Europe to Argentina. Apart from the great auto do
fe of 1639 and the subsequent economic decline mentioned above.
Amsterdam was growing into a thriving center of European Jewry that
was increasingly attractive to Sephardic Jews. Liebman also mentions
two other "new" alternatives to South America: "the opening of the
doors to England by Cromwell after the 1654- I655 plea of Manasseh
ben Israel, and the invitation of King Christian IV to 'Jews of the
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Portuguese nation' to settle in Denmark ." • Thus. Jewish immigration
-to the La Plata area came to an almost complete halt, and the illicit
"Judaizers" already there intermarried extensively with other. non-
Jewish, Europeans.

The Founding of the Modern Community

1 The First Generation

The generational rhythm of contemporary Argentinian
Jewry can be said to have begun in the middle generation of the
nineteenth century, the second generation of Argentinian indepen-
dence. In 1853. when Buenos Aires was forced to join the Argentine
Confederation. there was no Jewish community in either Buenos Aires
or the thirteen provinces of the Confederation. Although there were
Jews occasionally present in Argentina during its first generation of
independence. il was not until after 1853 that a real Jewish presence
has been documented.

In 1860. after a court fight. Jews won the right to have
Jewish marriages registered, By 1862. there were enough committed
Jews in Buenos Aires to try to organize a congregation. the first in the
country. That first attempt failed because of internal divisions. but in
1868 a second attempt succeeded. However. the congregation was so
weak that its first "chief rabbi" was a local Jewish businessman who
was married to a Catholic woman, whose children had been baptized,
and who had suffered a reverse in fortune and sought new employ-
ment, He had to be specially ordained (by the Consistoire General of
France) and barely knew the rudiments of Judaism. (To his credit. he
took the position seriously. convened his wife and children, and tried
to do a proper job.)

For the rest of that generation, organized Jewish lire in
Argentina was synonymous with the Buenos Aires congregation.'
When Argentina was entering into its new generation. the Jews of
Eastern Europe and the eastern Mediterranean were entering a genera-
tion of upheavals-a time marked in Eastern Europe by the Rumanian
and Russian pogroms of 1878-1882 and in the eastern Mediterranean
by the accession of Abdul Hamid to the Ottoman throne in 1878. Both
Jed to migration of large numbers or Jews westward, some of whom
reached Argentina to establish a network of permanent Jewish settle-
ments between the early 1880s and World War 1. This was the period of
Jewish agricultural colonization andof the foundation of the Sephardic
and Ashkenazic communities in Buenos Aires and some of the other
cities in the country,

- .......
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Jews began to arrive in Argentina in the middle of the
nineteenth century. as a result of Argentina's intensive campaign to
recruit European immigrants regardless of nationality or religion. They
came from all parts of Europe and the Mediterranean, although the
vast majority came from Russia and Poland. To this day, the non-Jews
in Argentina usually refer to the Ashkenazic Jews as "Rusos' or
"Polacos. "

The Sephardic Jews are usually called "Turcos." be-
cause they came from countries then part of the Ottoman Empire. and
because the Argentinians did not make much of a distinction between
them and the Muslim immigrants from the same countries. Today, an
estimated 70,000 of Argentina's Jews are Sephardic. accounting for
some 20 percent of the total.

The "Turcos" virtually never settled on the land. They
first became small merchants or peddlers, and gradually advanced to
owning large businesses or factories. At first. the reception accorded
the Sephardic Jews was somewhat hostile, because they so often filled
the role of the cuentenik=-uv: traveling salesman who sold on account
and at high rates of interest. But the Sephardic immigrants had several
advantages over their Ashkenazic cousins. First. they spoke Spanish,
because Ladino had been spoken in their homes just as Yiddish had
been spoken in the homes of the Ashkenazim. Second. there were large
numbers of non-Jewish "Turcos" from whom Scphardic Jews were
indistinguishable to the local populace. and so they were rarely vic-
timized for their Jcwishness. Finally. Sephardic immigrants accul-
turated much more rapidly in terms of appearance, dress, and language
than the Ashkenazic Jews did. The irony of all this is that due to a
strong family structure. a separate educational system. and a tradi-
tionalist set of values. the Sephardic community in Argentina has been
much less troubled by assimilation, intermarriage, and "generation
gap" problems than the Ashkenazic community.

By the tum of thc century. there were substantial-and
essentially different-Jewish communities both in the then-federalized
capital and in the provinces. Thc Jews in the provincial urban centers
were linked intimately with the Jews of the capital by familial and
economic tics; the Jewish agricultural colonists on the pampas. how.
ever, remained very much a separate group. This agricultural cornmu-
nity was. even at its peak. far smaller than the urban Jewish
populations. Yet its political and psychological significance far out-
weighed its numerical insignificance.'

Th~ extent and duration of Jewish agricultural settle-
ment in Argentina make the history of Argentinian Jewry sui generis;
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94 Jewish Communities in Frontier Societies

nowhere else in the New World did so many Jews settle on the land.
and even where small numbers of Jews did do so. as in New Jersey. the
American West. and the Canadian prairie provinces. those settlements
were short-lived. The earliest attempts al Jewish agricultural settle-
ment in Argentina were dismal failures, and seemed 10 bode ill for
further such endeavors. In 1889, however. the Baron de Hirsch
launched part of his scheme for the overall solution to the problem of
Russian Jewry by establishing the Jewish Colonization Association
(lCA) The first agricultural colony. Moisesville. was not actually
founded by the Baron, but the example set by its founders won his
support and convinced him that they had found a viable means of
relieving the suffering of masses of Eastern European Jews. The Baron
acted quickly: by the time he died in 1896. the ICA had acquired
302.786 hectares (approximately 750,000 acres or 1.200 square miles)
ofJand on which some 6.757 Jewish colonists had settled. The extent of
both the population and the area of these ICA colonies in Argentina
can be seen clearly in Table 2. And despite Ihe fact that no more than
20,000 Jews ever lived in these colonies, their importance to the con-
temporary Jewish community in Argentina. and 10 the non-Jewish
Argentinians' image of the Jews. can hardly be overestimated. For
example. the non-Jewish owner of a small estancia in the Entre Rios
province told an English traveler in the early years of the twentieth
century that:

Argentina was the country of the worker! It called to irs bosom
the labourer of the soil. Hence the Italian. the Spaniard. the
Russian. even the Jews of the colony just 10 the north. Yes, he
could forgive them their very Judaism. since they ploughed the
land and delved into it. _ .. They were producers one and all-
men whom he was proud to call his brethren. since they, to-
gether with himself, turned this soil and caused it to sprout forth
its harvests.'

The importance of the agricultural colonies to the Jew-
ish community in Argentina can be attributed to several factors. First
of all. the colonization took place at a time when Argentina desperately
needed agrarian productivity. when her main exports (and thus her
main sources of economic independence and dignidad in the family of
nations) were wheat and cattle. Per capita. the Jewish agricultural
colonists produced quite a lot of both. Perhaps even more important
than the exports. however, was the role these Jews played in the crea-
tion of folk heroes who tit into the national identity thaI Argentina
was-anais":_seeking so desperately. Avni gives two examples of such
men:
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Table 2 Land Art'Q and Populaiio« in ICA Colonies in Argentino"

.4'~"
a('q"j,~dr,,,, (hrcuun/

PopU/UI;'1IT ofh"'jJh G,n",,/ i,,,·j,1! I\'n,,·J"t4·;.~Jr
C"Q/Olt;S/J population poputatio«

f"miljrJ pUJan, famili,J Pt",un., fami/jrs prrJO",

1110 6.757 910 6.757
1.673 9.187 2.189 11.1174
3.382 18.900 4.991 26.648
3.341 18.549 4.800 26.544
3.654 20.)82 5.802 3).135 1139 5.146
3.455 11.807 4.940 26.619 1.217 7.902
3.946 17,592 5.79) 27.448
3.576 IH)66 5.379 24.471
2.251 9.)13 3.842 16.603
1.994 6.100 2.060 10.6)0
1.686··
1,325···

1896 302.736
1906
191) 579.997
1919
1925 586.47)
1933 617,468
1940 617.468
1946
1951
1961
1964 471.000"
1970

Source: From Avni, V. 12. p. 137.
"Data according 10 official reports of ICA.
"03la of Abraham Gabis in Colonist Cooperator. August 1964.
"'Dala of La LII( ediloriaJ board in the 1.0000h number of the paper. which appeared on

March nih. 1970
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. . . certain characters who became legendary in their own
lifetime. such as the "wonder-doctor" Dr. Noah Yarho. who for
many years brought healing and comfort to the impoverished
huts of hundreds of colonists, Jews and non-Jews alike.
throughout the large areas of the Entre Rios provinces .... AI-
berto GerchunofT. a settler and one of the greatest Jewish
writers in Argentine literature. published his series of lyrical
"pisturcs"-which is generally regarded as the epos of Jewish
colonization in Argentina: "Los Gauchos Judios."

For various reasons, and coincident with a more gen-
eral move toward urbanization, many Jewish colonists eventually left
their farms and ranches and resettled in the cities. Many moved to the
cities as they prospered. and their children and grandchildren often
became professionals-lawyers, teachers. artists. and doctors. A small
number of these settlers moved to the cities for precisely the opposite
reason: they had failed 10 establish themselves in the pampas. and were
too poor to sustain themselves there. In the cities they could live ofT
the welfare programs of the organized Jewish community. Today.
some 2-5% of the Jewish community remains below the poverty line.
and is dependent upon welfare payments from various Jewish welfare
organizations. This is a small figure compared to the percentage of
Jewish poor in the largest cities of North America. but it is still
significant .. - '
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To these Jews as well as to their brethren who came to
Argentina's cities directly from Europe rather than by way of the ICA
colonies on the pampas, the fact that the history of the Jewish commu-
nity in Argentina is enriched by large numbers of Jewish agricultural.
ists is of vital importance. Many of these Jews arc unable to point with
pride to anything accomplished by the urban Jewish communities of
Argentina. They of [en find that they cannot adequately respond [0

charges that the Jews arc rich. capitalist exploiters and nonproductive
middlemen who are Joyal only to the "international Zionist conspiracy"
they support through nefarious means. These charges are made-and
taken-quite seriously in Argentina. and the urban Jewish com-
munities have a hard time combating them effectively. But every Jew
in Argentina. whether or not he is well-educated Jewishly. knows and
takes pride in the history of Jewish agricultural settlement in [he
Argentine.

Thus the importance of the Jewish agricultural colonies
today is more in a quasi-mythical dimension than in any concrete nu-
merical dimension. Even Table 2 does not reveal the full extent to
which Jews have left the colonies. As Avni himself explains:

In 1964. as Argentine Jewry celebrated the 75th anniversary of
the first colony. Moiscsville, there remained ... only 1.686
families which were connected "on the way or another" with
ICA colonies. Of these families, only 782 dwelt on the land.
whereas the remainder managed their farm activities through
employees and mainly renarns, whilst they rhemselves dwe/r in
the towns and cities.' .

And this tiny number of families. which translates into a maximum of
3.000 people. is numerically insignificant in terms of an overall Jewish
population of Argentina more than 100 times as large.

- .....

Thl' Third Gl'llCr(lIioll

. For Argentina as well as the rest of the world the
twentieth century can be .said to have begun with World War I. ~hich
brought down the Victorian edifice that characterized the nineteenth
ccntu~y and set humanity on a new course. The first generation of the
twentieth century was one of consolidation for the country as a whole
a~d the beginning of retrenchment. The impact of the Great Deprcs.
sron, comblO~d with a local society that was unable to build upon the
base brought '~to eXistence by capital during the previous generation
haltcdec<?,[lOmIC development and created the conditions that were to
result In a new era of Internal instability. For the Jews, it was a period
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in which the mass migration came to a halt, modified only by the
limited number of German Jewish refugees who were able 10 gain
admission to the country in the 1930s. It was also the time of institu-
tional consolidation. when Argentinian Jewry's government-like or-
ganizations took form.

The German Jews began to arrive in significant num-
bers in the 1930s considerably later than most of the Scphardim and the
Eastern European Jews, as the threat of Nazism became real. Like the
non-Jewish Germans. they tended to remain a distinct group that kept
very much to itself. They certainly were not ready to allow the local
population confuse them with the Rusos and the Polacos. As Liebman
says:
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They were echte DCIIHchen. many of them arrived in the early
19305 and others came after 1945. They have their own social
life and activities much of which centers around their B'nai
Brith lodge. They are a corpus separatum, They speak German.
cat Germanic foods and think as Germans. most of them reside
in the Belgrano residential area. re

Each of these distinct groups (Ashkenazim. Sephar-
dim, and Germans) as well as some of the subgroups within them
(Litvaks, Galitzianers, Hungarians, Synams and so on) established
separate communal and organizational structures. In the years since
their founding, some of these structures have merged. Never the less. a
basic structural division by reason of origin persists. even in those
situations when the entire Jewish community has united to respond to a
particular issue.
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The Jewish Population of Argentina Today

Local estimates of the Jewish population of Argentina
today range from 450,000 to 500.000. These figures are by no means
universally accepted. An attempt at a scientific demographic study of
the Jewish population of Argentina, made by Tel Aviv University in
1974, yielded a population figure of 310,000 for 1960. This study made
predictions through 1980 based on a "best case." "worst case," and
"neutral" model. According to the neutral estimate for 1975, the Jewish
population in Argentina in that year would have been 302,600. The
methodology used in the study is interesting. because it differs greatly
from that of previous research. 10 the government census of \960,
291,877 people responded '·'Jewish" to the Question on religion. Of this
numbcr-2]1,955 lived in greater Buenos Aires. The 1960census was
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Resource 4.2/3C—Charoset Text Study

רבי אלעזר ברבי צדוק אומר מצוה וכו'. מאי מצוה? רבי לוי אומר: זכר לתפוח. ורבי יוחנן

-זכר לתפוח, וצרי לסמוכיה. לקהוייה -לקהוייה, וצרי-צרי-אמר אביי: הלכ,אומר: זכר לטיט

חרוסת זכר לטיט. אמר רבי ,זכר לתבןתבלין:כוותיה דרבי יוחנןזכר לטיט. תניא לסמוכיה 

.למצוהבואו וטלו לכם תבלין :שבירושליםהיו אומרי תגרי חרך-זר ברבי צדוק: כךאלע

R. ELEAZAR SON OF R. ZADOK SAID: IT [eating charoset] IS A RELIGIOUS REQUIREMENT.

Why is it a religious requirement? R. Levi said: In memory of the apple-tree; R. Johanan

said: In memory of the day. Abaye observed: Therefore one must make it acrid and thicken

it: make it acrid, in memory of the apple-tree; and thicken it, in memory of the day. It was

taught in accordance with R. Johanan:The condiments are in memory of the straw; [and]

the haroseth [itself] is a reminder of the day. R. Eleazar son of R. Zadok said: Thus did the

grocers cry, ‘Come and buy ingredients for your religious requirement.’

Note: The above passage reflects one side of the debate as to whether or not there are

religious requirements surrounding the eating of charoset at the Passover seder.

Babylonian Talmud Sotah 11b

וכיון שמתעברות באות לבתיה; וכיון שמגיע זמן מולדיהן, הולכות ויולדות בשדה תחת התפוח, 

וגו' - שנאמר: (שיר השירים ח) תחת התפוח עוררתי

And when they (the Israelite women in Egypt) became pregnant they went to their homes.

And when the time of their birthing came, they went out and gave birth in the field under

the apple-tree. As it says: (Song of Songs 8:5) "I awoke you under the apple-tree.”

Discussion Questions:

1. According to the texts, what, if any, are the religious requirements of charoset?

2. Do these requirements allow for variation in recipes? How so/not so?

3. How does your family make charoset? Does your recipe follow the Talmud’s

instructions?
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Resource 4.2/3D—Recipes

Ashkenazi Charoset46

Ingredients:

 2 McIntosh apples, peeled and cored

 1 cup walnut pieces

 1 ½ teaspoons cinnamon or to taste

 Sweet Concord grape or Malaga Passover wine

 Matzah meal, if necessary

Instructions:

1. Combine the apples and walnuts in a wooden bowl, and chop to a fine consistency

with a curved chopper or mezzaluna.

2. Add the cinnamon and wine to bind, and set aside, covered, in a glass bowl in the

refrigerator until ready to use.

3. If the apples give up a great deal of juice, add a few tablespoons of matzah meal to

bind the mixture together. Don’t add too much matzah meal, as it swells and the

mixture could become too thick.

Yield: 1 ½ cups

46
Wasserman, “Entrée to Judaism,” 421.
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Garosa (Charoset from Curacao)47

Ingredients:

 2 ounces pitted dates, preferably Medjool

 2 ounces pitted prunes

 2 ounces dark raisins

 2 ounces dried figs

 2 cups unsalted peanuts

 ½ cup cashew nuts

 Grated zest from 1 medium lemon

 ½ cup dark brown sugar

 2 tablespoons honey

 2 teaspoons cinnamon plus additional for coating

Instructions:

1. Combine the dates, prunes, raisins, figs, peanuts, and cashews in a processor work

bown and pulse on and off until the content s are fairly small.

2. Add the zest and the remaining ingredients, and continue to process until the

mixture is moist and relatively smooth and firm.

3. Roll the mixture into 1-inch balls, and roll each ball in cinnamon to coat well. Place

in one layer on a flat plate until ready to serve.

Yield: 15-20 balls

47
Wasserman, “Entrée to Judaism,” 424
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Italian Charoset48

Ingredients:

 ½ pound pitted dates

 ½ pound walnuts

 3 large apples, peeled and cored

 1 large whole seedless orange, washed and cut into chunks

 3 large ripe bananas

 1/3 cup sweet wine

 ½ teaspoon cinnamon

 1/8 teaspoon cloves

 1 tablespoon lemon juice

 Matzah meal as needed

 ¼ cup unsweetened cocoa

 ¼ cup vanilla-flavored sugar

Instructions:

1. Place the dates, walnuts, apples, and orange chunks in a processor and process until

very fine. Spoon into a medium bowl.

2. Peel and mash the bananas, and add to the other mixture in the bowl.

3. Add the wine, spices, and lemon juice and mix well. If the mixture is too moist or

soft, then add a few tablespoons of matzah meal to the fruit mixture. Wait 10

minutes before proceeding so that the matzah meal can hydrate and absorb any

excess mixture.

4. Mix together the cocoa and sugar.

5. Make little balls out of the paste, and roll them into the cocoa-sugar mixture.

Yield: 3-4 dozen balls

48 Wasserman, “Entrée to Judaism,” 425.
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Resource 4.4C—Discussion Questions

1. How would you characterize Gerchunoff’s style of writing?

2. How does the prologue help us to understand Gerchunoff’s point of

view?

3. Describe the setting of these vignettes. How are they similar and/or

different from the shtetl life portrayed in Sholom Aleichem’s stories?

4. What is the role of the gaucho in Gerchunoff’s stories?

5. What is the significance of the land (and agriculture in general) in these

stories?

6. Describe the model of Jewish life found in Gerchunoff’s portrayal of life

in the Pampas. How is it similar or different than yours?
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Resource 4.4D—Newspaper Template

Caption: _________________________________________________________

Article Title: _____________________________________________________

Author:__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

The Pampas Press
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Unit 5: The United States of America

Course Enduring Understandings:

 Wherever Jewish communities exist, Jews respond by adapting and/or rejecting

elements of the surrounding culture.

 Many core Jewish values and practices endure regardless of external culture.

 Worldwide Jewish communities illustrate the multiplicity of authentic, legitimate,

and authoritative expressions of Judaism.

 Art, food, literature, and unique communal customs serve as both storyteller and

memory-keeper for worldwide Jewish communities.

Unit Enduring Understandings:
 The perception of Jews in America has changed dramatically throughout the course

of American Jewish history.

 Immigrants brought their unique Jewish culinary traditions to America; the

combination of these comprises “American Jewish cuisine.”

 The acceptance of Jews in America is due, in part, to their widespread presence in

the media.

 Jews in America reinterpret Jewish ritual as they navigate the tension of being a part

of, and apart from the broader American society.

Unit Goals:
 To provide an overview of American Jewish history, from the 16th century until

today.

 To explore the changing perceptions of Jews throughout American history.

 To teach about key moments in American Jewish history.

 To teach the history of Jewish cooking in America

 To explain that the philosophy “America is a melting pot” applies to Jewish foods; all

foods Americans consider to be “Jewish” stem from other national cultures

 To discuss how life in America has affected Jewish cuisine

 To teach about how Jews are portrayed in American media

 To explore the question, “What makes film/TV “Jewish”?”

 To discuss how Jews perceive themselves in America
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 To teach that the central theme of the Passover Seder (freedom) can be seen both as

particularly Jewish as well as universally applicable.

 To participate in a Freedom Seder

 To show how American Jews have reimagined and transformed a traditional Jewish

ritual to include the broader American public

Unit Objectives: By the end of this lesson students will be able to….

 List and summarize key historic events in American Jewish history.

 Analyze the changing perception of the Jews from the perspective of the American

public.

 Analyze the contributions Jews have made to American society as a whole, and

evaluate how they affected the course of American history.

 Analyze how American Jews have wrestled with the tension of being a part of,

and/or apart from the surrounding culture.

 Point to the cultural roots of foods commonly considered “American Jewish” foods

 Analyze how life in America has affected Jewish cuisine

 Paraphrase how technology has influenced Jewish cooking

 Suggest a possible connection between food, tradition, memory

 Debate what makes a film or television show “Jewish.”

 Analyze how Jews are portrayed in media in America

 Evaluate whether Jews are portrayed in a positive or negative light in American

media today

 Produce their own American Jewish films

 Explain the reasoning behind the original 1969 Freedom Seder

 Participate in a Freedom Seder

 Analyze and assess the implications of reimaging and transforming a Jewish ritual

into an American ritual

 Identify the “Pharaohs” that this generation faces

 Rewrite sections of the Seder to include responses to the various “Pharaohs” of

today’s world
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Lesson 1—History

Goals:

 To provide a broad overview of American Jewish history, from the 16th

century until today.

 To explore the changing perceptions of Jews throughout American

history.

 To teach about key moments in American Jewish history.

Objectives: By the end of this lesson students will be able to….

 List and summarize key historic events in American Jewish history.

 Analyze the changing perception of the Jews from the perspective of the

American public.

 Analyze the contributions Jews have made to American society as a

whole, and evaluate how they affected the course of American history.

 Analyze how American Jews have wrestled with the tension of being a

part of, and/or apart from the surrounding culture.

Materials:

 Resource 5.1A Summary of 17th-18th Century American Jewish

History49

 Resource 5.1B Summary of 19th Century American Jewish History50

 Resource 5.1C Summary of Late 19th-Early 20th Century American

Jewish History51

 Resource 5.1D Summary of Mid-20th Century-Today America Jewish

History52

49 http://www.icsresources.org/content/curricula/JewsInAmericaReading1.pdf
50 http://www.icsresources.org/content/curricula/JewsInAmericaReading2.pdf
51 http://www.icsresources.org/content/curricula/JewsInAmericaReading3.pdf
52 http://www.icsresources.org/content/curricula/JewsInAmericaReading4.pdf
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Set Induction: Stand Up-Sit Down

The teacher should instruct students to stand when they agree with a statement that the teacher

reads. Allow students time to look around the room and see how many people are standing and

how many are sitting. The teacher will say:

1. “At some point in my school experience, I was one of only a few Jewish students in my

class.”

2. “At least fifty percent of my school is comprised of Jews.”

3. “Most of my friends are Jewish.”

4. “I have experienced anti-Semitism.”

5. “I feel completely comfortable as a Jew living in America.”

Activity 1: Debriefing the Exercise

The teacher should lead a brief discussion to help students reflect on their answers to the

questions above. Questions may include:

1. Did any of the answers surprise you?

2. Did you notice any patterns in the answers? Why do you think they exist?

3. For those of you who have experienced anti-Semitism, how did it feel?

4. For those of you who feel completely comfortable living as a Jew in America, did it

surprise you to find out that some of your peers have experienced anti-Semitism? Why or

why not?

5. Do you think your parents would answer these questions similarly? How so/not so?

Activity 2: History Jigsaw53

1. Split the class into four groups.

2. Assign each member in each group a letter, beginning with A and proceeding

sequentially (restart with A for each new group).

3. Assign each group one of the four readings (Resource 5.1A, 5.1B, 5.1C, or 5.1D)

4. Inform students that they will each need to become an expert on the period discussed in

their section because their group will split up and each member will be responsible for

teaching other students about their assigned time period.

5. After groups have read and discussed their sections, have the students form new groups

based on the letter they were assigned at the beginning of class (i.e., all the As in one

group, all the Bs in another, etc. Each new group should be comprised of one member

from each time period).

6. Instruct students to take turns teaching one another about the material they read.

53 Activity and Resources from http://www.icsresources.org/content/curricula/HistoryOfJewsInAmerica.pdf
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Activity 3: Transformational Moments in American Jewish History

The teacher will instruct each group to select what they consider to be the five most significant

moments in American Jewish history. Based upon the readings and group discussions, the

students must agree upon the five events which they feel shaped, transformed, or altered, the

course of Jewish history in America.

Students should be prepared to defend their choices to the other three groups. Why were these

the most transformational moments? Why do the events your group chose supersede the other

important moments in history?

The teacher will allow each group to present their chosen dates, and then encourage the class to

debate the significance of these dates with one another. Ultimately, the teacher should ask the

students, as a class, to agree upon the five most important historical moments.
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Lesson 2—Food

Goals:

 To teach the history of Jewish cooking in America

 To explain that the philosophy “America is a melting pot” applies to

Jewish foods; all foods Americans consider to be “Jewish” stem from

other national cultures

 To discuss how life in America has affected Jewish cuisine

 To cook American Jewish foods

Objectives: By the end of this lesson students will be able to….

 Point to the cultural roots of foods commonly considered “American

Jewish” foods

 Analyze how life in America has affected Jewish cuisine

 Paraphrase how technology has influenced Jewish cooking

 Suggest a possible connection between food, tradition, and memory

Materials:

 Copy of the film, Gefilte Fish, by filmmaker Karen Silverstein

 Resource 5.2A Background Reading for Mini-Lecture

 Resource 5.2B “Unkosher” article

http://www.tabletmag.com/jewish-life-and-religion/64115/unkosher/

 Resource 5.2C Discussion Questions

 Samples of food for taste-testing (see note to teacher)

 Recipes from students

http://www.tabletmag.com/jewish-life-and-religion/64115/unkosher/
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Set Induction: American Jewish Food?

The teacher will pose students the question:

“What are some examples of American Jewish food?”

As students respond, the teacher will write the answers on the board.

After students finish giving answers, the teacher will conduct a short discussion to reflect

on students’ responses. The teacher will ask:

“What makes these foods Jewish?”

Activity 1: Gefilte Fish Movie Screening

The teacher will show the movie, Gefilte Fish, by filmmaker Karen Silverstein. The film

captures three generations of women explaining how they make gefilte fish. The film begins

with the oldest generation showing how to make gefilte fish from scratch, and eventually

progresses to the youngest generation, who purchases packaged gefilte fish.

After the film, the teacher will ask students to write a letter to future generations of their

family, addressing the following questions:

1. Identify a particular Jewish food that is traditionally made in your family. What is it,

when is it served, and why is it important?

2. Are certain family members involved in the creation of the dish? If so, who, and how

are they involved?

3. What is your role in the process of preparing the food?

4. What are the traditions surrounding the preparation of the food? (Is it always done

in a certain place, a certain time, with specific ingredients, etc.?)

5. How would you like to see this tradition continue in your family?

Activity 2: Mini-Lecture on the History of Jewish Food in America

The teacher should read the section of Joan Nathan’s book, Jewish Cooking in America

(Resource 5.2A) and put together a short lecture on the history of Jewish food in America.

These pages explain the evolution of Jewish cooking, discussing how different immigrant

cultures brought traditions to America, and outlining how technology has affected Jewish

cooking and understanding of kashrut.



Unit 5: USA

-183-

Activity 3: Authenticity Assessment

The teacher will distribute copies of the article “Unkosher” from Tablet Magazine

(Resource 5.2B) as well as discussion questions (Resource 5.2C). The article discusses

restaurants that “embrace Jewish tradition while also rejecting it” through the creating of

dishes such as bacon-wrapped matzah balls. The students will read and discuss the article

in chevrutah.

Activity 4: Taste-Testing

As per the teacher’s instructions the previous week, students should have brought samples

of their favorite “American Jewish food” for a class taste-testing session. Each student will

have the opportunity to present his/her food choice to the class. During the short

presentation, students should address what the food is, why they chose it, and why it is an

example of an American Jewish food. Students should provide a copy of their recipe for

inclusion in the cookbook to be distributed at the end of the course.
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Lessons 3 & 4—Art

Goals:

 To teach about how Jews are portrayed in American media

 To explore the question, “What makes film/TV “Jewish”?”

 To discuss how Jews perceive themselves in America

Objectives: By the end of this lesson students will be able to….

 Debate what makes a film or television show “Jewish.”

 Analyze how Jews are portrayed in media in America

 Evaluate whether Jews are portrayed in a positive or negative light in

American media today

 Produce their own Jewish films

Materials:

 Resource 5.3/4A Dr. Quinn Medicine Woman YouTube Clip

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yt3QvAimQFw

 Resource 5.3/4B The Nanny YouTube Clip

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yn4oOIVgVZg

 Resource 5.3/4C Seinfeld Bris YouTube Clip

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JlPNp8gm3aI

 Resource 5.3/4D Seinfeld Anti-Dentite YouTube Clip

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mV7m6IIN_tI

 Resource 5.3/4E Friends YouTube Clip

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-m7W5O_ZGYA

 Resource 5.3/4F Curb Your Enthusiasm YouTube Clip

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-m7W5O_ZGYA

 Resource 5.3/4G Chart

 Digital Video Cameras

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yt3QvAimQFw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yn4oOIVgVZg
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JlPNp8gm3aI
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mV7m6IIN_tI
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-m7W5O_ZGYA
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-m7W5O_ZGYA
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Set Induction: Movie Mania

The teacher will divide students into two teams. Each team will have five minutes to think of as

many “Jewish movies” they can, and write lists on paper. Afterward, each team will share their

song titles, alternating one by one. Teams cannot repeat movie titles, and as such, teams should

cross out titles as they are read. Whichever team has listed the most movies will win the game.

Activity 1: What Makes a Movie “Jewish?”

The teacher should facilitate a discussion asking students to reflect on what makes a movie

“Jewish.” Questions may include:

1. Are there any requirements in order for a movie to be considered “Jewish?” If so, what

are they?

2. Evaluate the following aspects of movies, and decide if they are necessary in order for a

movie to be considered Jewish:

a. Content

b. Actors

c. Writers

d. Language

Activity 2: Portrayals of Jews in Television

Teacher should distribute the chart (Resource 5.3/4G) and play video clips (Resources 5.3/4A-F).

These video clips represent a few of the many TV shows that are considered to be “Jewish” by

the general population. After each clip, provide two to three minutes for students to fill in their

charts.

After watching the video clips, ask students to turn to a neighbor to discuss their findings.

Students should discuss:

1. Why are these TV clips considered to be Jewish?

2. How were Jews portrayed in these clips?

3. What are some of the Jewish stereotypes you saw played out in these clips?

4. In one of the Seinfeld clips, Jerry says that only Jews should be able to make Jewish

jokes. Do you agree or disagree? Why?

5. As a Jew, do you feel comfortable with how Jews are portrayed in these popular shows?
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Activity 3: Producing “Jewish” TV Shows/Movies

The teacher will break students into small groups of three to four. The teacher will ask students

to apply what they have learned to write their own scripts for a short, five minute long, movie or

TV show. The groups will need to discuss and come to a consensus on what makes a movie /TV

Show “Jewish,” and ensure that their answer is reflected in the script.

Students will have the opportunity to gather props and practice their lines before filming. Each

group should be provided with a video camera and asked to film their movies.

Once students are finished, the class will come together to view each of the groups’ films. After

each film, the students watching will guess which of the elements the group chose to ensure that

it would be considered “Jewish.” The group will then have the opportunity to briefly explain

their decision making process.



Unit 5: USA

-187-

Lessons 5 & 6—Special Customs

The Freedom Seder

Goals:

 To teach that the central theme of the Passover Seder (freedom) can be

seen both as particularly Jewish as well as universally applicable.

 To participate in a Freedom Seder

 To show how American Jews have reimagined and transformed a

traditional Jewish ritual to include the broader American public

Objectives: By the end of this lesson students will be able to….

 Explain the reasoning behind the original 1969 Freedom Seder

 Participate in a Freedom Seder

 Analyze and assess the implications of reimaging and transforming a

Jewish ritual into an American ritual

 Identify the “Pharaohs” that this generation faces

 Rewrite sections of the Seder to include responses to the various

“Pharaohs” of today’s world

Materials:

 Resource 5.5/6 Freedom Seder Hagaddah, parts A & B (see teacher’s

note for details)

http://www.theshalomcenter.org/sites/default/files/Freedom_Seder_1

970A.pdf

http://www.theshalomcenter.org/sites/default/files/Freedom_Seder_1

970B.pdf

 Food and materials for Seders

 Traditional Haggadot

 Copies of students’ haggadot

http://www.theshalomcenter.org/sites/default/files/Freedom_Seder_1970A.pdf
http://www.theshalomcenter.org/sites/default/files/Freedom_Seder_1970A.pdf
http://www.theshalomcenter.org/sites/default/files/Freedom_Seder_1970B.pdf
http://www.theshalomcenter.org/sites/default/files/Freedom_Seder_1970B.pdf
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Activity 1: The 1969 Freedom Seder

The teacher will prepare for the Seder prior to students arrival. All food and supplies will

be arranged in advance. The teacher will invite students (and guests, if the teacher

chooses) to sit down at the table. The teacher will explain that together, they will be

participating in the original Freedom Seder that took place in 1969, the day of the one-year

anniversary of the death of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.

The teacher will preside over the Seder, delegating roles and responsibilities to each of the

participants. Each participant will be provided a Freedom Seder Hagaddah (Resource

5.5/6A)

Activity 2: Reflecting on the Seder

At the conclusion of the Seder, the teacher will ask students to write to reflect on the Seder

that they just participated in. The teacher should ask students to respond to the following

questions:

1. What are your initial reactions to the Freedom Seder?

2. Does the Freedom Seder embody the themes and values represented in the

traditional Passover Seder? How so/not so?

3. How does this Seder serve to unite Jews with their fellow Americans?

4. With regards to Jewish identity formation, does this Seder represent synthesis,

differentiation, or integration? Why?

5. Do you consider the Freedom Seder to be “Jewish?” Why/why not?

6. With regards to authenticity, what are the implications of reimagining and

transforming this Jewish ritual into an American ritual?

Activity 3: Modern Day Pharoahs

The teacher will assign each member of the class a specific section of the Passover Seder

(kadesh, urchatz, etc). The teacher will ask students to examine this section of the Seder in

both traditional haggadot as well as the Freedom Seder Hagaddah. Students will then be

asked to think of a “pharaoh” that plagues the modern world today (hunger, homelessness,

immigration, etc.) and rewrite their section of the hagaddah to include the chosen theme.

Like the Freedom Seder, students should use the traditional themes of the section to inform

the integration of their selected “pharaoh.” Students should include song lyrics, poetry,

quotes, graphics, etc. to illustrate their section of the haggadah.
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Activity 4: Our Own Freedom Seder

The teacher will have prepared for a second Seder. The teacher will invite students (and

guests, if the teacher chooses) to sit down and socialize for a few minutes. During this time,

the teacher will make copies of the students’ Seder sections and distribute them, in book

form, to each of the Seder participants.

The teacher will explain the new format of the Seder, elaborating on how this new Seder

came together through original student work.

During the Seder, each student will serve as the “leader” for his/her section. Participants

will be encouraged to keep track of questions they might have for each student, and will be

allowed to ask these questions at the conclusion of each section. Students should be

prepared to offer an introduction to his/her section, to lead the group in participating in

this section, and to answer any questions that participants might have at the end of the

section.

Activity 5: Debriefing the Seder

At the conclusion of the Seder, the teacher will facilitate a short, reflective discussion.

Questions might include:

1. How was this experience for you…

a. as a Jew?

b. as an American?

c. as an American Jew?

2. Was this an authentic expression of Judaism? How so/not so?
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Unit 5

Resources



 

 

Jews in Seventeenth and Eighteenth Century America 

 
 
Jews were part of colonial America‘s religious diversity in all three colonial regions: New 
England, Middle, and Southern. The first permanent Jewish community in what would later 
become the United States was established in 1654 by Jewish refugees from South America. 
These individuals had lived in a Dutch colony in Brazil where they were free to practice their 
religion. However, in 1654 the Portuguese conquered the colony. Portugal, at that time, was 
religiously intolerant and ordered all Jews and Protestants to either convert to Catholicism or 
leave. Most Jews returned to Holland, but 23 Jews left for the Dutch colony of New Amsterdam, 
which became New York in 1664 when it was conquered by the English. 
 
The governor of the colony, Peter Stuyvesant, did not want to allow the Jews to remain there. 
However, the directors of the Dutch West India Company, which oversaw the colony, wrote to 
Stuyvesant saying that he must allow the Jews to settle in the city. But this did not mean they 
had full equality. In fact, Jews did not have the right to public worship, which means to pray in a 
house of worship, for more than 40 years! Before this time they could only pray in private 
homes. Despite this initially cold reception, the Jews of New Amsterdam/New York, gained most 
of the same rights as other settlers by the end of the seventeenth century including the right to 
trade, travel, construct religious buildings, and own property. 
 
The first synagogue, a Jewish house of worship, in America was built by this community in 
1730. Between the time they had gained the right to public worship and the construction of this 
synagogue, the community had rented space where they worshiped together. The congregation 
was named Shearith Israel, which means remnant of Israel. This name alludes to the 
community‘s sense of vulnerability as well as its connection with its heritage.  
 
Like the Jewish settlers in New York, most early Jewish immigrants to America were Sephardi 
Jews, Jews who traced their ancestry to Spain, Portugal, or North Africa. They primarily 
emigrated from South America, the Caribbean, and Western Europe.  
 
Jewish legal status and treatment varied greatly between the different colonies. But, in general, 
the colonies were tolerant of Jews and there were few overt anti-Jewish acts or instances of 
violence as was common in Europe. However, like other religious minorities, Jews often lacked 
full equality. Notably, after the Revolutionary War, they lacked the right to hold government 
office in almost every state. They could also lack other rights. For example, Jews did not gain 
the right to public worship in Connecticut until 1843.  
 
Despite the lack of equality, Jews in colonial and post-revolutionary America were usually 
accepted as members of the larger society. Jews adopted the customs and fashions of their 
neighbors, went into business with them, and made friendships with those outside their religious 
community. One of the most significant differences between the Jewish experience in America 
and the Jewish experience in Europe is that in America Jews could be judged on their individual 
merit. In Europe, the primary factors affecting a Jewish individual‘s ability to prosper were the 
restrictions on and attitudes toward the community as a whole. In the colonies, and later in the 
United States, an individual‘s abilities and personality were greater factors and there were more 
opportunities for Jewish individuals to advance economically and socially. In fact, in 1774 
Francis Salvador, a Jew, was even elected to the General Assembly of South Carolina. He also 
served in the South Carolina‘s revolutionary Provisional Congress. He was killed in battle 
fighting for the Patriot cause during the Revolutionary War. Sadly, like most states after the war, 
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South Carolina placed religious qualifications on who could hold office that barred other Jews 
from being elected. 
 
The lack of political equality for Jews in America should not obscure America‘s remarkable 
tolerance and acceptance of religious minorities. This general acceptance in colonial society 
contrasted sharply with the Jewish experience throughout most of the rest of the world where 
Jews were treated as outsiders. However, this acceptance presented a new challenge to the 
Jewish community: balancing a desire to integrate into mainstream culture with a desire to 
maintain a unique heritage. This is a challenge that Jews, like other minority groups, continue to 
wrestle with to this day. 
 
During the colonial period, most Jews addressed this challenge by expressing their Judaism 
privately and trying to minimize their Jewish identity in public. This is symbolized by Touro 
synagogue, the oldest synagogue still standing in America. It was built in Newport, Rhode Island 
in 1763. The outside looks like any other building of the period with nothing that identifies it as a 
Jewish structure. Inside, however, it is full of Jewish objects and symbols. Likewise, colonial 
Jewish families typically downplayed their Jewish identity with their neighbors while maintaining 
their ancient customs and traditions with each other.  
 
Jewish perspectives on, and participation in, the American Revolution paralleled the general 
population. The Continental Congress sent a request to pray for a peaceful resolution to the 
conflict with the Crown on July 20, 1775, to both churches and synagogues. There were Jewish 
merchant blockade runners, Jewish soldiers in the Continental Army, and Jewish officers. Of the 
many Jews who helped fight for American freedom, two of the most famous are Jonas Philips 
and Haym Solomon.  
 
Jonas Philips was a blockade runner who wrote his supply list in Yiddish, the language of 
Eastern European Jews, hoping that this would help him avoid trouble if the ship was boarded 
by the British. Ironically, his plan backfired. When the British boarded the ship, they assumed 
the Yiddish was a code, seized the ship, and sent the note to England to be decoded. It is 
significant that Philips was fined in 1793 for refusing to testify in a Philadelphia court on the 
Jewish Sabbath because of his religious obligations. This illustrates that though there was a 
general acceptance of Jews, there was also a lack of sensitivity towards minority religions‘ 
religious observances at this time.  
 
Haym Solomon was a Jewish immigrant who joined the New York branch of the Sons of Liberty. 
He was captured by the British and sentenced to death. Fortunately, he was able to escape and 
flee to Philadelphia. In Philadelphia, Solomon began working with the Continental Congress. In 
1975, the United States Postal Service issued a stamp identifying him as a ―Financial Hero‖ who 
was responsible for ―raising most of the money needed to finance the American Revolution and 
later to save the new nation from collapse.‖ 
 
From its first years after winning independence from Great Britain, the American government 
articulated support for religious toleration. The first piece of federal legislation that created 
provisions for religious tolerance was the Northwest Ordinance. This act was passed by 
Congress in 1787 under the articles of confederation and was reaffirmed by congress under the 
U.S. Constitution in 1789. It is most famous for creating the first organized territory in the United 
States, but it also guaranteed freedom of religion in federal territories and future states.  
 
The Constitution itself represents a major step forward for religious equality in America. It was 
adopted by Congress on September 17, 1787, two months after the Northwest Ordinance was 
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first passed. Article VI prohibits religious qualifications for holding office at the federal level. This 
is particularly significant because many state constitutions contained these eligibility restrictions. 
The slow repeal of these and other discriminatory laws between the late seventeenth and late 
eighteenth centuries is one of the earliest examples of social progress towards greater equality 
in this country. 
 
In 1790, President George Washington clearly communicated the federal government‘s support 
of religious equality to the Jewish community. In his response to a letter from a member of the 
Jewish community in Newport, he wrote, ―All possess alike liberty of conscience and immunities 
of citizenship. It is now no more that toleration is spoken of, as if it was by the indulgence of one 
class of people that another enjoyed the exercise of their inherent natural rights. For happily the 
Government of the United States, which gives to bigotry no sanction, to persecution no 
assistance, requires only that they who live under its protection, should demean themselves as 
good citizens.‖ In other words, Washington assured the Jewish community that they had the 
right to practice their religion without losing other rights given to American citizens. 
 
The following year, the states ratified the Bill of Rights, the first ten amendments to the U.S. 
Constitution. The first freedom of the First Amendment prohibits the federal government from 
creating an officially endorsed or supported religion and guarantees religious freedom. It reads, 
―Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free 
exercise thereof…‖ These protections only affected the federal government because of the 
separation of power between the federal government and state governments. However, it is 
important to note that even when they lived in areas with an established church, when they 
lacked the right to public worship, and when they could not hold political office, Jews in 
American had remarkable acceptance and economic opportunity compared to Jews elsewhere. 
 
Over time, states increasingly removed laws that favored specific religious denominations or 
discriminated on the basis of religion. But this was a slow process. Thomas Jefferson wrote a 
bill to guarantee religious equality in his home state of Virginia in 1779. It took seven years for 
the bill to pass and become law. This law, the Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom, is one of 
only three accomplishments that Jefferson listed on his tombstone. 
 
Jews did not gain full legal equality in every state until 1877, more than 100 years after America 
declared independence. The experience of Jews and other religious minorities in the eighteenth 
century shows that the progress towards greater equality has been part of the American 
experience since the beginning of the country.  
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Jews in Nineteenth Century America 

 
 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, Jews had remarkable acceptance and economic 
opportunity in America as compared to the rest of the world. But, religious intolerance and 
discriminatory state laws remained problems. Fortunately, over the course of the nineteenth 
century, these discriminatory laws were removed. The removal of laws that favored a particular 
religion or discriminated against citizens based on their religious belief is of the earliest 
examples of progress towards greater equality in America. 
 
However, like other efforts to provide greater equality for all Americans, this process could be 
slow and challenging. In Maryland, for example, Jews began to petition for the right to hold 
office in 1797. Twenty one years later, in 1818, a ―Jew Bill‖ to give them this right was finally 
introduced into the state legislature. The effort to give Jews political equality was led by a 
member of the legislature named Thomas Kennedy. It is noteworthy that he did not ―have the 
slightest acquaintance with any Jew in the world.‖ He simply felt that religion was "a question 
which rests, or ought to rest, between man and his Creator alone."  
 
Opposition to the bill was strong and it was defeated. Another bill to give Jews political equality 
was introduced in 1822, was sharply debated, and became a major issue in the election of 
1823. A ―Christian Ticket‖ succeeded in defeating many of the bill‘s supporters, including 
Thomas Kennedy, with the result that this bill was also defeated. But opponents of religious 
discrimination continued their efforts and finally, in 1826, a bill was passed. The first Jews were 
elected to office in Maryland later that year.  
 
The removal of discriminatory laws was not limited to political issues. For example, Connecticut 
allowed Jewish public worship, the right to pray in a synagogue instead of a private home, in 
1843. The last laws that discriminated against Jews were finally removed in 1877 when New 
Hampshire amended its constitution to abolish the requirement that state office holders be 
Protestant.  
 
The contrast between the progressive attitude towards religious minorities at the federal level 
and the legal discrimination that could exist at the state level is revealed by the story of the first 
Jew to hold a major federal post. In 1801, Thomas Jefferson appointed Reuben Etting as the 
U.S. Marshall for Maryland. Ironically, religious qualifications for state office in Maryland would 
have barred Etting from holding any state position at that time. 
 
It is important to note that despite laws to prohibit discrimination by the government and despite 
the ability for Jews to succeed, anti-Jewish bigotry remained. This is a familiar experience for 
many minority groups in America who have achieved legal equality but continue to experience 
discrimination from individuals and institutions.  
 
In the early nineteenth century, this continued anti-Jewish bigotry paled in comparison to the 
challenges faced by Jews in Europe. As a result, beginning in the 1820s, many Jews in German 
speaking lands immigrated to America seeking greater economic opportunity, religious 
tolerance, and political stability. This wave of German-Jewish immigration, which lasted from 
1820 until 1880, transformed American Jewish demographics. The Jewish population increased 
almost ten-fold as approximately a quarter million Jews immigrated. In addition, the American 
Jewish population shifted from being predominantly Sephardi Jews, who traced their ancestry to 
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Spain, Portugal, and North Africa, to being predominantly Ashkenazi Jews, who traced their 
ancestry to Central and Eastern Europe.  
 
Though both groups were Jewish, they had different traditions and customs. This contributed to 
the religious diversity of the American Jewish community. Another factor that contributed to this 
religious diversity was changing views of religious tradition. For millennia, Jews had discussed 
and interpreted their religious commandments while affirming the importance of the continuity 
with tradition. Beginning in the 1820s, some Jewish congregations asserted that they could 
maintain their Jewish heritage yet make significant changes. These changes included the use of 
musical instruments as part of the prayer service, delivering sermons in English, and teaching 
that Judaism‘s ritual commandments, such as dietary restrictions, were optional while ethical 
commandments, such as the responsibility to assist the needy, remained obligatory. Other 
Jewish communities maintained their millennia-old traditional practices. This diversity in 
American Judaism remains today. 
 
The new Jewish immigrants from Central Europe came from areas where for centuries anti-
Jewish laws had prohibited Jews from most professions. As a result, many were peddlers, 
traveling merchants who sold small goods. When they arrived in America, these peddlers 
typically resumed their old occupation in the new land. But in America, Jewish peddlers could 
prosper much more greatly than they could in Europe. In fact, the experiences of these peddlers 
are often seen as an embodiment of the rags to riches American dream (rising from poverty to 
great wealth). 
 
Jewish peddlers played a key role in the American economy as middlemen who brought goods 
to rural areas and settlers in the West. Many started with only what they could carry on their 
backs and traveled by foot. Over time, they saved their profits and bought horses, then wagons. 
Eventually, many were able to open permanent stores that served cities and towns. Some 
eventually expanded these operations into banking, investment, or new industries such as the 
mail order catalogue.  
 
Bringing goods to remote, underserved communities could lead the development of close 
relationships between Jewish merchants and Native American communities. For example, 
Julius Meyer, a German Jew, was a merchant in Omaha who served as an interpreter for Native 
Americans in the area, including Sitting Bull and Red Cloud when they passed through. He was 
reportedly able to speak six Native American languages. One German Jew even became the 
chief of a Native American tribe! Solomon Bibo developed strong relationships with Native 
Americans in the New Mexico territory. He married an Acoma Pueblo woman who converted to 
Judaism. In 1885, he was elected the tribe‘s governor, equivalent to a tribal chief who serves for 
a limited term. He is possibly the only non-Native American ever to serve as governor of a 
Pueblo tribe. 
 
In addition to working as merchants, Jews went West to pursue the same variety of economic 
opportunities as other Americans. Jews became miners, chicken ranchers, cowboys, and 
farmers. The presence of Jews in the westward migration and the California Gold Rush reveals 
a dimension of the American West‘s multiculturalism that is often overlooked.  
 
In fact, one of the most famous participants in the California Gold Rush was a German-Jewish 
immigrant. After opening a dry-goods store in San Francisco in 1853, Levi Strauss recognized 
that there was a great demand for something more durable than the cloth pants most miners 
wore. In the 1870s, he began to manufacture denim overalls. His company became the first blue 
jeans company in the world and Levis remains one of the most popular brands of jeans.  
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The realities of frontier life gave Jews, like women, greater opportunity for civic participation in 
the American West than elsewhere. The generally relaxed attitude towards religious differences 
even enabled Jews to become mayors in cities such as Tucson, Tombstone, and El Paso.  
 
On the other hand, Jews also faced challenges in the West. Despite widespread tolerance and 
the ability for Jewish individuals to succeed, antisemitic views, such as the belief that Jews were 
greedier or less trustworthy than others, remained. Jews also faced the challenge of maintaining 
their Jewish identities in areas with no synagogues and few other Jews.  
 
The outbreak of the Civil War in 1861 presented additional challenges for the Jewish 
community. Like the rest of the country, Jews were divided by the war. During the course of the 
war there were approximately 7,000 Jewish soldiers on the Union side and approximately 3,000 
Jewish soldiers on the Confederate side. Jews became high ranking officers on both sides of 
the conflict; this is particularly notable because they would have been barred from such 
positions in most of the rest of the world. 
 
Jewish Americans also faced challenges that most other Americans did not have to face. In 
1861, at the beginning of the war, Congress passed a bill that barred anyone except Christians 
from becoming military chaplains. This left Jewish soldiers without the important religious 
support that was provided to Christian soldiers. Fortunately, President Lincoln intervened and 
due to his influence the law was amended in 1862 to allow chaplains from any religious 
denomination. 
 
The Civil War was also the backdrop to the most significant act of government antisemitism in 
America‘s history. In 1862, General Grant issued General Order No. 11, which expelled all Jews 
from Kentucky, Mississippi, and Tennessee. He associated Jews with the merchants who were 
violating trade restrictions in the area even though most of the violators were not Jewish. 
President Lincoln had the order revoked after direct appeals from prominent Jewish Americans. 
Grant later apologized and there are no other antisemitic incidents associated with him. In fact, 
as president, Grant named several Jews to high office, and he was the first president to visit a 
synagogue while in office.  
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Jews in Late Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Century America 

 
 
In the years following the Civil War, Jewish Americans were more fully accepted into American 
life than ever before. The last of the anti-Jewish laws on the East Coast were repealed. Jews 
were active citizens in towns and cities across the country. New elaborate synagogues, Jewish 
houses of worship, were built. These contrasted sharply with the subdued buildings of the 
Colonial era and reveal the increased confidence and security that the Jewish community felt. 
However, popular attitudes towards a new influx of Jewish immigrants resulted in decreased 
acceptance of all Jews.  
 
Beginning in the 1880s, a tremendous number of Jews began fleeing Eastern Europe for 
America. Extreme poverty and vicious antisemitism, including horrific anti-Jewish riots and 
massacres, drove approximately two million Eastern European Jews to America between 1880 
and 1924. This is the period of ―New Immigration‖ when there was a massive increase of 
immigration to America from Southern and Eastern Europe. A Jewish woman, Emma Lazarus, 
captured America‘s vision of itself as a refuge for immigrants in her poem ―The New Colossus,‖ 
which is quoted at the base of the Statue of Liberty. It closes, ―‗Give me your tired, your poor, / 
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, / The wretched refuse of your teeming shore. / 
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me, / I lift my lamp beside the golden door!‘‖ 
 
However, many did not share this welcoming vision of America. The changes in American 
demographics, along with the country‘s urbanization and industrialization, fueled an explosion of 
anti-immigrant sentiment. This led to the passage of the 1924 Immigration Act, which sharply 
limited the ability for individuals outside of Western Europe to immigrate to America. As a result, 
Jewish immigration to America was virtually cut off. In addition, the depiction of all Jews as 
threats to American values became common. Discrimination and prejudice against Jews 
increased. Hotels and clubs refused to admit them. Universities placed quotas on the numbers 
of Jews they would accept. Famous individuals such as Charles Lindbergh, Henry Ford, and 
Father Coughlin publicly expressed antisemitic views and accusations such as blaming World 
War I and the Great Depression on ―the Jews.‖ As the twentieth century progressed, hate 
groups such as the Ku Klux Klan targeted Jews, along with African-Americans and other 
minorities, with threats and attacks. 
 
One of the worst incidents of antisemitism in America occurred in 1913 when a Jew name Leo 
Frank was convicted of murder and rape. Despite scant circumstantial evidence, a Georgia 
court sentenced him to death. When new evidence emerged that cast further doubt on Frank‘s 
guilt, the governor commuted his sentence to life imprisonment. Frank was then kidnapped from 
prison and lynched. Notably, his lynchers were key in recreating the Ku Klux Klan later that 
year. 
 
Since that time, additional evidence has revealed the probable innocence of Frank. In 1982, a 
witness broke his long silence and swore an affidavit that Frank was innocent and that the real 
killer had threatened to murder him if he ever told anyone what he saw. In 1986 the Georgia 
posthumously pardoned Frank on the grounds that his lynching had deprived him of his right to 
appeal his sentence.  
 
Both the trial and the subsequent lynching illustrate the depth of antisemitism at this time. In 
response to the widespread anti-Jewish prejudice that made this incident possible and the 
rampant discrimination Jews faced, the Jewish community founded organizations such as the 
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Anti-Defamation League to combat antisemitism. This paralleled the rise of similar 
organizations, such as the NAACP, that focused on the rights of other minority groups during 
this period.  
 
Antisemitism and the fight against it continued throughout the 1920s and 30s. One of the most 
famous examples is the publication of, and reaction to, antisemitic articles in The Dearborn 
Independent, which had the second highest circulation of any newspaper in the country by 
1925. These bigoted articles were subsequently published in a series of booklets called The 
International Jew, which was distributed around the world and remains popular among hate 
groups today. At the time of its publication, more than 100 prominent American citizens, 
including President Woodrow Wilson, former Presidents Taft and Roosevelt, W.E.B. DuBois, 
and William Jennings Bryan, signed a statement that condemned The International Jew and the 
antisemitism it espoused and urged other public leaders to do the same. Though many 
accepted the antisemitic material, the vocal opposition of notable Americans showed that things 
could change. Ultimately, the Dearborn Independent closed as a result of the furor caused by its 
libelous attacks against Jewish individuals and promotion of hatred against the Jewish people. 
 
Other evidence of America‘s progress towards a more open-minded society can be found in the 
fact that Jews were able to obtain high political offices. In 1914, Idaho voters elected the first 
Jewish governor, Moses Alexander. Two years later, Louis Brandeis became the first Jewish 
Supreme Court justice. He became an influential justice who argued for the right to privacy and 
for greater protections for freedom of speech. Brandeis University is named after him. On the 
other hand, Brandeis‘ story also reveals the continued existence of antisemitism as an obstacle 
to overcome. First, many people, including Brandeis himself, believed his long confirmation 
battle was motivated primarily by antisemitism. Second, after his confirmation, Brandeis had to 
cope with the antisemitism of his fellow Supreme Court justice, James McReynolds. 
McReynolds was exceptionally rude to Brandeis because he was Jewish; one year there was no 
official court photograph because McReynolds refused to stand next to him. 
 
Most of the new Jewish immigrants entered America through Ellis Island in the harbor of New 
York, Ellis Island was the main entry for immigrants to America from 1892 until 1954. Over a 
hundred million Americans, including most Jewish Americans, have an ancestor who 
immigrated to America through Ellis Island. This figure is approximately one-third of the 
country‘s population. From Ellis Island, new immigrants spread across the country. Most settled 
in major cities, which grew dramatically at this time, and took jobs in factories, which were 
opening and growing as America industrialized. Many of the Jewish immigrants settled in the 
Lower East Side of New York. As a result, by the early twentieth century, New York had the 
largest Jewish population in the world.  
 
Living and working conditions for these new immigrants were extremely harsh. They lived in 
overcrowded tenement buildings with dozens of people sharing a few rooms and a single 
bathroom. They worked long hours, often between 60 and 72 hours per week, in sweatshops 
under dangerous conditions for low wages. One of the worst industrial accidents in America‘s 
history took place in one of these sweatshops in the Lower East Side. On March 25, 1911 the 
Triangle Shirtwaist Company, which manufactured women‘s blouses, caught fire. The exit doors 
were locked and the ladders of the fire trucks did not reach high enough to rescue the workers. 
146 workers, mostly young Jewish and Italian women, lost their lives from the fire or jumped to 
their deaths. This tragedy led to safety and labor reforms. It also helped spur the growth of the 
labor movement.  
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Given the large numbers of Jews who worked in the sweatshops, it is not surprising that Jews 
became leaders in the early labor movement. Samuel Gompers, the founder of the American 
Federation of Labor (AFL), one of the first labor unions in the country, was Jewish. He served as 
its president every year except one until his death. David Dubinsky, a founding member of the 
Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO), was also Jewish. The AFL and CIO eventually 
merged and today the AFL-CIO is the largest union in America. Dubinsky is also noted as an 
opponent of corruption in that organization. In 1969, he was awarded a Presidential Medal of 
Freedom, one of the two highest civilian awards in the U.S. 
 
Despite harsh conditions, Jewish culture flourished in communities of new Jewish immigrants. 
Though these immigrants came from a variety of areas in Eastern Europe, they were connected 
by a shared heritage and by a common language. Yiddish was the first language of most 
Eastern European Jews. It is written with Hebrew characters and combines elements of 
Hebrew, German, and various Eastern European languages. American Jews wrote Yiddish 
literature, published Yiddish newspapers, wrote Yiddish songs, and opened Yiddish theaters. 
For the most part, however, parents urged their children to adopt American culture. Today, few 
Jewish Americans are able to speak more than a few words of Yiddish. But, Jewish Americans 
remain connected by their history and culture. 
 
Jews in the early twentieth century also made major contributions to mainstream American 
culture. For example, Jews helped create the motion picture industry by helping found major 
movie studios such as Paramount, Fox, MGM, and Warner Brothers. In fact, the first ―talkie‖ or 
movie with sound, The Jazz Singer, tells the story of a Jewish man who tries to reconcile his 
professional ambitions with his heritage. This Jewish content was atypical because studio heads 
feared that it would alienate non-Jewish Americans. Likewise, Jewish entertainers changed their 
names to be more acceptable to a large audience. Notably, the lead actor in The Jazz Singer, Al 
Jolson, was a Jew who had changed his name from Asa Yoelson. Other famous examples of 
this include: Harry Houdini (Erik Weisz), the famous magician and escape artist; Irving Berlin 
(Israel Isidore Beilin) one of the most prolific and influential songwriters in history whose songs 
include ―God Bless America,‖ ―White Christmas,‖ and ―There's No Business Like Show 
Business;‖ and George Gershwin (Jacob Gershowitz), the composer who wrote many jazz 
standards and musicals, and who is the namesake of the Library of Congress‘ award for lifetime 
contributions to popular music, the Gershwin Prize. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/God_Bless_America
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/White_Christmas_%28song%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/There%27s_No_Business_Like_Show_Business_%28song%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/There%27s_No_Business_Like_Show_Business_%28song%29
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Jews in America from the Mid-Twentieth Century through Today 

 
 
In the years before World War II, antisemitism flourished in America. The anti-Jewish attitudes 
that had grown in the early twentieth century were magnified by the Great Depression as many 
Americans sought someone to blame for their misfortunes. In a Gallup Poll from 1938, 50% of 
Americans said that they had a ―low-opinion‖ of Jews.  
 
At the same time, anti-Jewish policies and anti-Jewish violence increased in Nazi Germany. 
Many German Jews sought to flee to America as discrimination and persecution increased. 
However, due to the National Origins Act of 1924, only a small percentage was allowed entry 
into the U.S. This restriction matched popular American sentiment. A 1938 Gallup Poll was 
conducted two weeks after Kristallnacht, when German and Austrian Jews were attacked and 
their businesses and synagogues were destroyed. Only 21.2% of Americans thought the 
government should allow more Jews to immigrate. These attitudes persisted as the situation of 
European Jews deteriorated. Since virtually every other country also refused to accept Jewish 
immigrants, most of these individuals were murdered in Nazi death camps during the Holocaust. 
Some Jewish individuals, including Albert Einstein, one of the most famous physicists in history, 
were able to immigrate. But most were trapped under Nazi control.  
 
After entering the war, the U.S. government‘s position was that the best way to help the Jews in 
Europe was to win the war quickly. However, by 1944, with millions of Jews already dead, the 
administration felt it could no longer ignore the systematic murder of the Jewish population. 
After reading a report detailing U.S. failures to obstruct Hitler‘s destruction of Europe‘s Jewish 
population, President Roosevelt created the War Refugee Board. It saved approximately 
200,000 Jews and was an important development in the idea that it is important to protect 
civilians in other countries.  
 
Jewish experiences also influenced American immigration and asylum policies. Before World 
War II began, Jews under Nazi rule tried to flee to other countries, including the U.S., but were 
turned away. Most were later murdered in the Holocaust. In 1951, the U.S. and other members 
of the United Nations agreed not to return refugees against their will to any territory where they 
fear persecution. Today, America and other Western nations are safe havens for thousands 
fleeing persecution. 
 
Lessons from the Holocaust also shaped medical and legal precepts. In response to inhuman 
Nazi experiments, new research guidelines requiring experimenters to receive the consent of 
human subjects were created. The trial of Nazi officials after the war established the principle 
that individuals could be held responsible for their role in crimes whether or not their 
government ordered them to commit the crimes and whether or not they were actually present 
when the crime was committed.  
 
World War II and the Holocaust had a tremendous effect on America‘s Jews. One major effect 
was to greatly increase support for the creation of Israel. Zionism, the belief that the Jewish 
people have the right to create a country in their ancient homeland, had not previously been 
very influential among Jewish Americans. Attitudes changed after learning of the Holocaust in 
which six million Jews were brutally murdered and hundreds of thousands were left as survivors 
in horrible displaced persons camps with nowhere to go. Both of these facts fueled support for 
Zionism. First, immigration to Israel was seen as a solution to the question of where the 
survivors could live. Second, it was clear that a Jewish homeland could have prevented the 
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Holocaust and could prevent similar future atrocities. Other countries did little to save Jews, but 
a Jewish state could have offered them refuge. These realizations also led many to learn more 
about Zionism. For example, individuals might reflect on the fact that for millennia Jews had 
maintained a strong connection to the Land of Israel and the daily prayer service asked for 
Jewish exiles to be able to return. 
 
World War II also impacted interactions between Jewish and non-Jewish Americans. Most 
Americans had never met a Jew before the war. During the war, more than 550,000 Jewish 
soldiers served. 26,000 of these Jewish soldiers received the Medal of Honor or the Purple 
Heart. In addition, sixty percent of all Jewish physicians under the age of 45 served in the armed 
forces during the war. Interacting with Jews in the military challenged antisemitic ideas.  
 
Furthermore, when the horrors of the Holocaust became known, antisemitism became less 
socially acceptable. One indicator of this was the film, Gentleman’s Agreement, which won three 
Oscars including Best Picture in 1947. The film was critical of antisemitism in American society. 
During the 1950s, barriers to Jewish participation in mainstream American life continued to 
shrink. Clubs and hotels began admitting Jews. University quotas limiting the number of Jewish 
students were removed. Businesses and banks became willing to hire Jewish individuals.  
 
America‘s acceptance of Jews both enabled and was reinforced by Jewish entertainers. Unlike 
earlier Jewish entertainers who tried to hide their Jewish identity, Jewish actors and comedians 
in the 1950s were identifiably Jewish. This shows an increased confidence among Jews 
regarding their acceptance in America. These Jewish individuals further eroded antisemitism 
through their popularity and by exposing millions of Americans to Jewish culture. Words such as 
―klutz‖ and ―oy‖ entered the American vocabulary as Jewish culture became more mainstream. 
Likewise, foods such as the bagel and kosher dill pickle entered American cuisine.  
 
At the same time, elements of American Jewish culture began to disappear as Jews became 
more assimilated. Throughout Jewish American history, many Jews felt that sounding or looking 
different from their non-Jewish neighbors was an obstacle towards acceptance and success. 
The Eastern European Jews who immigrated in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
urged their children to become ―as American‖ as possible. Unfortunately, this often resulted in 
the loss of cultural elements that set Jews apart such as the use of the Yiddish language. The 
disappearance of Yiddish theater and literature was accelerated by the growth of the suburbs, 
since this destroyed the Jewish neighborhoods upon which these institutions depended.  
 
A less direct effect of the Holocaust on American Jews was to spur great levels of participation 
in the Civil Rights Movement. The memory of their own community‘s recent experience with 
vicious hatred, combined with Jewish ethical teachings, inspired many Jews to fight for the 
equality of all Americans regardless of race. Approximately half of the civil rights attorneys in the 
South during the 1960s and half of the white Freedom Riders who fought segregation were 
Jewish. Almost two-thirds of the white people who went to Mississippi in 1964 to challenge Jim 
Crow Laws during Freedom Summer were Jewish, including Michael Schwerner and Andrew 
Goodman, two of the three activists in the campaign who were murdered by the Ku Klux Klan.  
 
Jews were also very involved in the struggle for women‘s rights. Many feminist leaders, as well 
as many of the rank-and-file, are Jewish. Betty Friedan is widely considered the most influential 
American feminist after World War II. Her 1963 book, The Feminine Mystique, attacked the 
notion that women could find fulfillment only through childbearing and homemaking. Gloria 
Steinem, cofounder of the national Women‘s Political Caucus and founder of Ms. Magazine, is 
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also Jewish. So was Bella Abzug, a leading Feminist who was elected to Congress after stating 
―This woman‘s place is in the House — the House of Representatives."  
 
Feminism also affected Jews in other ways. Most notably, it had a profound effect on the Jewish 
religion. Judaism had long taught that men and women had equal worth but different 
responsibilities. As a result of American feminism, gender roles in religious worship were 
challenged. In 1972, Sally Priesand became the first woman rabbi, a leader of a Jewish 
congregation. Many communities have added traditions affirming the equality and experiences 
of women in Judaism. Even within many traditionally observant Jewish communities, religious 
women focus on increased inclusion within the framework of traditional modes of worship.  
 
Another mass movement within the American Jewish community during this time was advocacy 
on behalf of the more than four million Soviet Jews. Jews in the former Soviet Union were 
prohibited from practicing their religion freely and often faced harsh discrimination, but few were 
given permission to leave the country. American Jews traveled to the Soviet Union to secretly 
offer support. They also strove to raise attention to the issue and to urge the U.S. government to 
help. In 1987, a quarter-million people marched in Washington to urge action. Ultimately, this 
grass roots movement succeeded and most Jews from the former Soviet Union now live in 
Israel, Western Europe, or the United States.  
 
Jewish Americans are an incredibly diverse group. They hold the same wide range of political 
beliefs and occupations as other Americans. Some have families who have lived in America for 
centuries; others have immigrated recently. Some observe all of the millennia-old traditional 
Jewish practices; some feel that individual choice in how to express one‘s religion is the best 
way for them to connect to their Jewish religious heritage; and some are not religiously 
observant. Along with this diversity, American Jews have a strong sense of community and 
Jewish communal organizations thrive. These organizations include religious, social, 
educational, cultural, and philanthropic institutions. Some cater to the Jewish community; others 
are devoted to providing services to the larger community. 
 
Today, Jews are integrated into mainstream American culture and society more than ever 
before. Unlike times past when opportunities were limited or when Jews changed their names to 
be more accepted by mainstream society, Jewish heritage is not typically seen as an obstacle to 
success. Jewish American experiences show that the struggle for greater equality and 
acceptance is part of American history and that this struggle can succeed.  
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_House_of_Representatives
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Resource 5.2B—Unkosher Article

Tablet Magazine: A New Read on Jewish Life54

Unkosher
Restaurants offering dishes like bacon-wrapped matzo balls are garnering praise

for embracing Jewish tradition while also rejecting it. But a chef turned
rabbinical student suspects they’re just lazy.

By Benjamin Resnick|April 6, 2011 7:00 AM|

The Jewish culinary tradition is a hot trend in American dining. At Brooklyn’s Mile End Noah

Bernamoff and Aaron Israel serve up cholent with veal shortribs and kasha varnishkes with

confit gizzards. At the impishly named Traif, also in Brooklyn, Chef Jason Marcus—

who describes himself as “Jewish, although obviously not great at it”—focuses on pork and

shellfish. At his Los Angeles restaurant The Gorbals, Top Chef winner Ilan Hall gussies up matzo

balls by wrapping them in bacon. “Pork fat does something magical to matzah meal,” Hall told

the Jewish Journal in November.

Jewish food that actively thumbs its nose at the laws of kashrut clearly holds tremendous social

allure for some. As Jeffrey Yoskowitz wrote in the Atlantic, Traif’s Marcus “is counting on other

Jews to hear about his restaurant and think, ‘Cool, I’m a non-kosher Jew too.’ ” Indeed, most of

the critical praise earned by establishments like Traif and Mile End has highlighted—

knowingly or not—the clever disjuncture of embracing Jewishness while simultaneously

rebelling against it. Thus when the New York Times fawned over Traif’s “seared foie gras,

slumming it with fingerling potatoes, crisp shards of ham, and a fried egg, all dribbled with

maple syrup and hot sauce,” the reviewer, Ligaya Mishan, had to add: “Now this is chutzpah.”

Before starting rabbinical school at the Jewish Theological Seminary in 2009, I put in time

behind the stoves at Telepan on Manhattan’s Upper West Side, where I smoked upward of

5,000 trout, and at Restaurant Saul, in Brooklyn, not far from Mile End, where I once cooked by

candlelight when the block lost power in the middle of dinner service. At the time I was

working in kitchens I was not observant—and I therefore ate just about every abomination in

the book. I also learned all the tricks at chefs’ disposals. But now I know some of the rabbis’

tricks, too, and, with this dual knowledge, I can’t help but see the menus offered up by this new

generation of trayf-worshippers as lazy—not religiously, necessarily, but culinarily.

54
http://www.tabletmag.com/jewish-life-and-religion/64115/unkosher/

http://www.tabletmag.com/author/bresnick/
http://traifny.wordpress.com/2010/02/23/mmmm-bacon/
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/08/11/dining/reviews/11under.html
http://www.theatlantic.com/life/archive/2010/04/a-promised-land-of-pork-and-shellfish/39242/
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/08/11/dining/reviews/11under.html
http://www.telepan-ny.com/welcome-to-telepan
http://www.saulrestaurant.com/
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Traditional Jewish foods, mostly of Ashkenazi origins, have been cropping up on the American

culinary landscape for more than a century. For most of that time, their makers have frequently

disregarded the dietary restrictions that historically characterized Jewish eating. (The Carnegie

Deli, founded in 1937, has been slinging matzo brei alongside ham and eggs for decades.)

Neither these older restaurateurs nor their contemporary counterparts are interested in

kashrut—to say nothing of their customers. Rather, as Leah Koenig, author ofThe Hadassah

Everyday Cookbook, told me, they aim to “celebrate Jewish heritage and cuisine in a broader

more global context.” They aren’t concerned with the ritual specificity of traditional Jewish

eating, and they divorce themselves from the emphasis on inwardness, on home and hearth,

that has been an integral part of Jewish cookery for thousands of years.

But is such a disjuncture really possible? The game of baseball, for instance, only makes sense

within a certain framework—of three strikes, three outs, nine players, four bases. Could you hit

a ball with a tennis racket instead of a bat and still, with integrity, call it baseball? To call food

“Jewish” only makes sense in the context of what “Jewish” has meant throughout history. That

history has included innovation and change, but it has also included a crucial element of

preservation and repetition.

This isn’t a religious argument. The best “Jewish food” has historically been created by Jewish

cooks who were trying, simultaneously, to preserve and innovate. One of the staples in the

Ashkenazi Jewish larder, for example, was schmaltz. Usually made by rendering chicken or

goose fat (the leftover crispy bits, called gribenes, became a delicacy in their own right),

schmaltz was an essential element of Ashkenazi cookery because frying meat in butter is

forbidden, and the Jewish communities of Eastern Europe didn’t have ready access to non-dairy

alternatives (like sesame and olive oil) that were common in the Mizrahi world. Eventually, in

an effort to produce more and more goose fat, Jews began over-feeding their birds. In addition

to ramping up the rate of gribenes consumption (and perhaps the rate of heart attacks) among

Ashkenazi Jews, the process of force-feeding geese produced an inadvertent by-product—foie

gras, which would go on to become a cornerstone of haute-French gastronomy. Although

fattened goose liver was a well-known delicacy in the ancient world (the Talmud actually

mentions the process of intentionally fattening geese), it was subsequently lost to European

cuisine until 16th century, when, as Michael Ginor writes inFoie Gras: A Passion, renaissance

chefs, looking to expand their culinary repertoires, started exploring butcher shops in the

Jewish ghettos.

And so, while Jewish cooking has always been driven by cultural exchange, it has also, crucially,

been influenced just as much by cultural boundaries—which dictated that Jews participate in a

shared ritual system, through which the meal became an opportunity to reify and reinforce

one’s commitment to a certain way of life.

http://www.amazon.com/Foie-Gras-Passion-Michael-Ginor/dp/0471293180
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Thus, the incorporation of outside cuisines also included their adaptation to the dietary

restrictions of kashrut—which is how someone came up with the idea to cover toast in

schmaltz instead butter, which couldn’t be eaten with meat meals—or to the rhythms of Jewish

life, which inspired the one-pot braise known as cholent that was meant to cook all day on

the blech.

The early rabbis made the laws surrounding kashrut more stringent precisely to ensure that

Jews and non-Jews never ate meals with one another. In a section of the Babylonian Talmud

dealing with idolatrous practice, Rabbi Kahana says that while bread baked by a non-Jew is not

forbidden according to the Torah, the rabbis forbade it nonetheless. Bread being fundamental

to a proper, halakhic meal, traditional rabbinic thought understands this prohibition in terms

of an overarching effort to prevent Jews and non-Jews from ever developing close

relationships. While reasonable people can certainly disagree about the wisdom of this sort of

mandated cultural insularity, the fact remains that rabbinic stringencies have left on indelible

imprint on Jewish cookery. Culinary traditions around the world use braises, but they occupy

such a central place in Jewish cookery because they provide solutions to the restrictions of

cooking on Shabbat. And many cultures around the world produce rich, celebratory egg breads

(the Czechs’ Hoska, often eaten around Christmastime, is even braided), but their recipes

almost invariably include milk. Because most Jewish communities have a strong tradition of

eating meat on festive occasions (indeed, there is a statement in the Talmud that says there can

be no celebration without meat), Jewish egg-bread leaves the milk out, an omission that makes

the loaf heavier and gives challah its signature chew.

****

To be sure, it is possible to inflect non-kosher food with Jewish culinary influences. These

inflections often speak of genuine cultural exchange. The offerings at Telepan, my former

employer, include not only smoked trout, but brunch options like the “Upper West Sider”

(smoked salmon, gravlax, scrambled eggs, whitefish salad, and a mini bagel with cream cheese),

and “babka-style” French toast. What my old boss is doing is exploring Jewish cookery by

riffing on Jewish dishes that have already entered the broader cultural lexicon—a lexicon in

which knishes stride alongside sushi, lo mein, and pork belly. He’s not interested in an ironic,

self-consciously hip return to one’s roots, the subversive frisson evinced by Mile End’s

breakfast sandwich, a dish that includes bacon and calls it “chazzer.”

More than 100 years after the founding of Bagel Bakers Local 338, a Manhattan trade union

comprised of Yiddish-speaking bagel makers, celebrated chef Wylie Dufrense opened

up shopon the Lower East Side and made an everything bagel out of ice cream and served it

with smoked salmon threads. He did not, however, throw pancetta in the dish.

By abandoning the uncomfortable tension that comes from pushing to innovate while also

striving to preserve, many young Jewish chefs are balking at the challenge inherent in creating

truly new Jewish food—the kind of food that is so successful, so popular, and soJewish that it

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blech
http://allrecipes.com/Recipe/czech-christmas-hoska/Detail.aspx
http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=chazzer
http://www.wd-50.com/
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finds its way into the collective imagination of an entire people and takes its place among their

ever-evolving traditions. Six generations hence, Jewish culinary lights, out of an inevitable

desire to reshape Jewish cuisine according to their own visions and contexts, will have to

reinterpret whatever we pass on to them. But what will be our current legacy? Where do you

go from bacon cholent?

Benjamin Resnick is a rabbinical student at the Jewish Theological Seminary.
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Resource 5.2C—Discussion Questions

1. What are the issues that the article is discussing, and why are they

significant?

2. In what ways do the chefs seem to be embracing and/or rejecting

Jewish tradition?

3. What does the article seem to be saying about kashrut?

4. In your opinion, is this an authentic expression of Jewish tradition

mixing with American culture? Why or why not?

5. How can this issue serve to unite the non-observant Jewish community?

How might it be divisive?
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Resource 5.3/4G—Chart
Name of Show What makes this Clip

Jewish? (content,
character, actors,

language, etc)

How are Jews
portrayed in this

clip?

What stereotypes are
present?

As a Jew, how did you
feel watching this?

Dr. Quinn Medicine
Woman

The Nanny

Seinfeld Clip 1 (Bris)

Seinfeld Clip 2 (Anti-
Dentite)

Friends

Curb Your
Enthusiasm
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Unit 6: My Jewish Identity—Part 2

Course Enduring Understandings:

 Wherever Jewish communities exist, Jews respond by adapting and/or

rejecting elements of the surrounding culture.

 Many core Jewish values and practices endure regardless of external

culture.

 Worldwide Jewish communities illustrate the multiplicity of authentic,

legitimate, and authoritative expressions of Judaism.

 Art, food, literature, and unique communal customs serve as both

storyteller and memory-keeper for worldwide Jewish communities.

Unit Enduring Understandings:

 Each person’s Jewish identity package represents a unique and

authentic expression of Judaism and Jewish life.

 Identity formation may be understood as a buffet which represents the

multitude of options from which each Jew must choose in creating

his/her own Jewish identity.

Unit Goals:

 To explore the concept of “authentic Judaism”

 To reflect on Judaism and Jewish practice in all of the communities

studied in the course

 To understand how American life has affected students’ Jewish

identities

 To explore the concept of “Jewish Identity Packages”

 To understand students’ individual Jewish Identity Packages

 To discuss how technology has affected Jewish culture around the world
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Unit Objectives: By the end of this lesson students will be able to….

 Articulate their understanding of “authentic Judaism”

 Discuss, compare, and contrast the Judaism and Jewish practice of the

worldwide communities studied in this course

 Provide examples of artifacts that represent the confluence of Judaism,

Americanism and their ancestry, and explain why these are authentic

artifacts

 Point to the various factors that influence identity

 Formulate their own Jewish Identity Packages and explain why each

piece of the package is significant

 Discuss why his/her Jewish Identity Package should be considered an

authentic expression of Judaism

 Debate how technology has affected Jewish culture, and whether it

serves to highlight the difference between communities or enable global

cultural exchange



Unit 6: My Jewish Identity—Part 2

-243-

Lessons 1 & 2—Authenticity Revisited

Goals:

 To explore the concept of “authentic Judaism”

 To reflect on Judaism and Jewish practice in all of the communities

studied in the course

 To understand how American life has affected students’ Jewish

identities

Objectives: By the end of this lesson students will be able to….

 Articulate their understanding of “authentic Judaism”

 Discuss, compare, and contrast the Judaism and Jewish practice of the

worldwide communities studied in this course

 Provide examples of artifacts that represent the confluence of Judaism,

Americanism and their ancestry, and explain why these are authentic

artifacts

Materials:

 Resource 6.1/2A“Kimchee on the Seder Plate” Article
(also at http://www.bjpa.org/Publications/details.cfm?PublicationID=6466)

 Students’ Authenticity Artifacts

 Space for final showcase

http://www.bjpa.org/Publications/details.cfm?PublicationID=6466
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Set Induction: New Metaphors

The teacher will state:

“At the beginning of this course, we discussed metaphors for Jewish identity. We used

aluminum foil, plastic wrap, and cheesecloth to represent the notions of differentiation,

synthesis, and assimilation. Now, take a few moments and think of your own metaphor for

how Jews have responded to life in America.”

The teacher should ask students to share their metaphors and their reasoning behind them

to the rest of the class. After all metaphors have been shared, the teacher should allow

students to ask clarifying questions, and encourage debate about the metaphors.

Activity 1: Wherever You Go, Theres Always Someone Jewish

Ask students to study their Cultural Comparison Charts they have been adding to during

the course. Throughout the semester, they have charted how various cultural elements

(history, food, art, literature, special customs) have been influenced by host cultures

around the world. Ask each student to produce a Jewish travel brochure that provides

information (as well as graphics) about what travelers might expect to find in the Jewish

communities of India, Russia, Argentina, and the United States of America. Ask students to

highlight specific aspects that they believe will be “high interest” to travelers, and provide

more in-depth explanations of these specific cultural elements.

Activity 2: Authenticity Artifacts

The teacher will distribute copies of the article “Kimchee on the Seder Plate.” After allowing

students time to read the article, the teacher will facilitate a short discussion about what

they have read. Questions may include:

1. How has the author’s ancestry influenced her Jewish practice?

2. How has living in America influenced the author’s Jewish practice?

3. In your opinion, is this an authentic expression of Judaism? Why or why not?

4. The author identifies herself as American, Korean, and Jewish. How do you identify

yourself?
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Now the teacher will explain that this exercise has helped to prepare students for the final

assessment piece of the course, a “living museum” entitled “I am Jewish and ….” The teacher

will explain that during the next class, each student will be the curator of his/her own

museum exhibit. The teacher will provide the following directions:

1. Each student must identify 10 artifacts that represent their own Jewish identities.

These artifacts must signify the points at which Judaism, life in America, and

ancestries converge.

2. Artifacts may include such things as objects, photos, videos, samples of music, blog

posts, and websites

3. Students must include at least one artifact associated with Jewish practice and/or

customs

4. Each artifact in the “museum” must be accompanied by a description of the artifact

as well as an explanation of how the curator understands this artifact as

representative of Judaism, American life, and ancestry.

5. Students must include a metaphor for how they see their own American Jewish

identities (may be metaphor from Set Induction, or another of their choosing)

Activity 3: TheLiving Museum “I am Jewish and…”

Students will bring in the artifacts for their living museum exhibits. Each student will be

assigned to a particular space and given time to organize it to their liking. The teacher will

have invited guests (see teacher’s note) to visit the living museum. Before visitors begin

touring the exhibit, the teacher will provide a brief explanation of the assignment, and what

visitors might expect to see.
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Lesson 3—Jewish Identity Packages

Goals:

 To explore the concept of “Jewish Identity Packages”

 To understand students’ individual Jewish Identity Packages

 To discuss how technology has affected Jewish culture around the world

Objectives: By the end of this lesson students will be able to….

 Point to the various factors that influence identity

 Formulate their own Jewish Identity Packages and explain why each

piece of the package is significant

 Discuss why his/her Jewish Identity Package should be considered an

authentic expression of Judaism

 Debate how technology has affected Jewish culture, and whether it

serves to highlight the difference between communities or enable global

cultural exchange

Materials:

 Resource 6.3A Jewish Identity Slips (photocopy each on a different color

paper, enough for each student, and cut out)

 6 platters to arrange Jewish Identity Slips

 Dinner plates (one per student)

 Pens/Pencils

 3 cups to hold “salt and pepper seasonings” (in Resource C.3A)

 M&Ms to use as dividers on platters

 Table/Tablecloth
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Set Induction: Guided Imagery

The teacher will ask students to close their eyes. The teacher will say:

“Close your eyes for a minute. I want you to picture yourself in a restaurant. Any restaurant

will do, but if it helps, think of yourself at a Chinese Restaurant on Christmas Day. Now,

you’ve opened your menu and are staring at the pages and pages of options. There’s the

meat section, the soup section, the vegetarian section. Do you want sweet and sour

chicken? Do you want lo mein? Maybe you want egg drop soup. The possibilities are

endless. THEN, just as you’re about to convince everyone at your table that what they

actually want to do is to share a few different entrees -- which just happen to be the ones

that you’re eyeing-- you realize that there is a BUFFET.

So, after about four seconds of consideration, you’ve obviously decided on the Chinese

Buffet, and so you begin to meander down the line, taking a spoon full of rice, a few pieces

of cashew chicken, some lo mein. As you carefully deliberate the possibilities, you suddenly

realize that you’ve hit the jackpot! I mean, let’s review here …. Just a few minutes ago you

were trying to make your needs fit into a limited, pre-planned menu. Now, you’ve got

dozens of choices, and you can mix and match as you please!

Now I want you to think about how you might use this idea of a buffet as a method of

constructing your Jewish identities. Finding the “right” Jewish identity on a pre-set menu

might be limiting, so we’re going to think of Jewish identity as a buffet of options. During

this course, we have studied the different choices communities around the world have

made. Now, each of you will have the opportunity to select which items on the buffet best

represent your cultural Jewish identity.”
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Activity 1: Jewish Identity Buffet55

Teacher Preparation:

1. Label each platter with the appropriate title from Resource C.3A (Art, Food,

Literature, Language, Jewish Customs, Miscellaneous)

2. Match each group of identity slips to the appropriate platter, separating the piles

with M&Ms to make them easy to see and to read.

3. Place Salt and Pepper strips in cups and place pencils and pens near cups

4. Arrange the platters on the table

Activity Instructions:

Teacher will ask students to walk around the buffet table and select the slips of

paper from each dish that best represent who they are as Jews. Instruct students to take no

more than one copy of each identity strip. The salt and pepper sheets are to record any

viewpoint that is not found on the buffet.

Activity 2: Personal Reflection

Teacher should ask students to return to their seats and lay out the slips they have

collected in front of them, and note any patterns. Ask them to consider the following issues

quietly to themselves. Make sure to give ample time for students to reflect on each of these

questions.

1. What are the items, ideas or themes most important to my identity as a Jew?
2. Are there slips I can see changing easily over time?
3. Are there slips that I could never imagine changing, ever?
4. Are there things I chose which surprise me?
5. Is there a pattern to my choices?

55 Adapted from Jewish Education Center of Cleveland,

http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CFgQFjAA&url=http%3A%2

F%2Frjyouthworker.urj.org%2F_kd%2Fgo.cfm%3Fdestination%3DShowItem%26Item_ID%3D1598&ei=wU

KkT5alGqqhiQKx5PXtAg&usg=AFQjCNFaxhwXnFTu5s-U8B0Z8ykmKboyPg
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Activity 3: Small Group Discussion

The teacher should break students into small groups of three or four to discuss the

following questions:

1. What identity slips are the most common?
2. Where do we differ?
3. Which identity slips raise questions for you?
4. Which do you feel the most passionate about?
5. What “seasonings” (salt and pepper slips) did we add to the buffet?
6. What on our plates is different from the identity slips our parents or grandparents

might choose?

Activity 4: Final Reflections

Teacher should regroup students for a class discussion that will ask students to reflect on
their own Jewish identity packages and the issues of authenticity. Questions might include:

1. What does it mean to “be Jewish?”
2. Do you consider yourself to be a Jewish American or an American Jew? Why?
3. What do you consider to be the most important items in your “Jewish Identity

Package?” Least important? Why?
4. Sociologist Bethamie Horowitz found that“60% of the group [of Jews surveyed]

experienced changes in their relationship to being Jewish over time, suggesting that
Jewish identity is not a fixed factor in one’s life, but rather a matter that parallels
personal growth and development.” How has your Jewish identity changed as you’ve
gotten older? How might it change in the future?

5. How might Jews begin to understand and accept other Jews, with their unique
combinations of identifiers, even if they contradict their own understanding of
Judaism?

6. How has technology affected Jewish culture? How does it highlight the differences

between communities or enable global cultural exchange?
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Unit 6

Resources



Unit 6: My Jewish Identity—Part 2

-251-

Resource 6.1/2A—Kimchee on the Seder Plate56

THE CHANGING JEWISH FAMILY

Kimchee on the Seder Plate

One year my mother put kimchee, a spicy, pickled cabbage condiment, on our seder plate.

My Korean mother thought it was a reasonable substitution since both kimchee and

horseradish elicit a similar sting in the mouth, the same clearing of the nostrils. She also

liked kimchee on gefilte fish and matza. “Kimchee just like maror, but better,” she said. I

resigned myself to the fact that we were never going to be a “normal” Jewish family.

I grew up part of the “mixed multitude” of our people: an Ashkenazi, Reform Jewish father,

a Korean Buddhist mother. I was born in Seoul and moved to Tacoma, Washington, at the

age of five. Growing up, I knew my family was atypical, yet we were made to feel quite at

home in our synagogue and community. My Jewish education began in my synagogue

preschool, extended through cantorial and rabbinical school at Hebrew Union College

(HUC), and continues today. I was the first Asian American to graduate from the rabbinical

program at HUC, but definitely not the last – a Chinese American rabbi graduated the very

next year, and I am sure others will follow.

As a child, I believed that my sister and I were the “only ones” in the Jewish community –

the only ones with Asian faces, the only ones whose family trees didn’t have roots in

Eastern Europe, the only ones with kimchee on the seder plate. But as I grew older, I began

to see myself reflected in the Jewish community. I was the only multiracial Jew at my Jewish

summer camp in 1985; when I was a song-leader a decade later, there were a dozen. I have

met hundreds of people in multiracial Jewish families in the Northeast through the

Multiracial Jewish Network. Social scientist Gary Tobin numbers interracial Jewish families

in the hundreds of thousands in North America.

56
AngelaWarnick-Buchdahl Kimchee on the Seder Plate. Sh'ma: A Journal of Jewish Responsibility.Jewish

Family & Life (JFL Media). June 2003: 3-4.
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As I learned more about Jewish history and culture, I found it very powerful to learn that

being of mixed race in the Jewish community was not just a modern phenomenon. We were

a mixed multitude when we left Egypt and entered Israel, and the Hebrews continued to

acquire different cultures and races throughout our Diaspora history. Walking through the

streets of modern-day Israel, one sees the multicolored faces of Ethiopian, Russian,

Yemenite, Iraqi, Moroccan, Polish, and countless other races of Jews – many facial

particularities, but all Jewish. Yet, if you were to ask the typical secular Israeli on the street

what it meant to be Jewish, she might respond, “It’s not religious so much, it’s my culture,

my ethnicity.” If Judaism is about culture, what then does it mean to be Jewish when Jews

come from so many different cultures and ethnic backgrounds?

As the child of a non-Jewish mother, a mother who carried her own distinct ethnic and

cultural traditions, I came to believe that I could never be “fully Jewish” since I could never

be “purely” Jewish. I was reminded of this daily: when fielding the many comments like,

“Funny, you don’t look Jewish,” or having to answer questions on my halakhic status as a

Jew. My internal questions of authenticity loomed over my Jewish identity throughout my

adolescence into early adulthood, as I sought to integrate my Jewish, Korean, and secular

American identities.

It was only in a period of crisis, one college summer while living in Israel, that I fully

understood what my Jewish identity meant to me. After a painful summer of feeling

marginalized and invisible in Israel, I called my mother to declare that I no longer wanted

to be a Jew. I did not look Jewish, I did not carry a Jewish name, and I no longer wanted the

heavy burden of having to explain and prove myself every time I entered a new Jewish

community. She simply responded by saying, “Is that possible?” It was only at that moment

that I realized I could no sooner stop being a Jew than I could stop being Korean, or female,

or me. I decided then to have a giyur, what I termed a reaffirmation ceremony in which I

dipped in the mikvah and reaffirmed my Jewish legacy. I have come to understand that

anyone who has seriously considered her Jewish identity struggles with the many

competing identities that the name “Jew” signifies.

What does it mean to be a “normal” Jewish family today? As we learn each other’s stories

we hear the challenges and joys of reconciling our sometimes competing identities of being

Jewish while also feminist, Arab, gay, African-American, or Korean. We were a mixed

multitude in ancient times, and we still are. May we continue to see the many faces of Israel

as a gift that enriches our people.

http://www.stumbleupon.com/submit?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.shma.com%2F2003%2F06%2Fkimchee-on-the-seder-plate%2F&title=Kimchee%20on%20the%20Seder%20Plate
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Resource 6.3A—Jewish Buffet

Art is considered Jewish because it has Jewish content

All Jewish art is created by Jewish artists

I collect Jewish ritual objects (menorahs, mezuzahs, etc.)

I listen to Jewish music

I create Jewish art

I collect Jewish art

Jewish art does not include references to other religions

Jewish art may include references to other religions

Jewish art should reflect the environment in which it was

created

For me, watching Seinfeld is a Jewish experience

Art
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I eat Jewish food

There is no such thing as “Jewish food”

Jews should keep kosher

Jews should say blessings over their food even if it’s not kosher

Keeping kosher is not important to me

Food is an important way to connect to my Jewish family

I associate specific foods with Jewish holidays

The best remedy for any illness is matzah ball soup

Bagels and lox are my favorite Jewish foods

Food
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I read Jewish books

Jewish literature is found in the Bible and other rabbinic

writings

I consider anything written by a Jewish person to be Jewish

literature

Jewish literature must have some sort of Jewish content

Jewish literature is always written in Hebrew

When I think of Jewish life, I think of “Fiddler on the Roof”

Jewish literature should be included as required reading in

public schools

Literature
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All Jews should be able to read Hebrew

Prayers should be said in Hebrew

Prayers should be said in a language that I can understand

Yiddish is an important part of Jewish heritage

Language
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Jewish rituals are clearly outlined and should not be altered

Jewish rituals should be reimagined to fit our modern day lives

I go to synagogue with my family

I celebrate Jewish holidays at home

It is important to incorporate our non-Jewish neighbors into

our Jewish lives

Jewish rituals may adopt pieces of non-Jewish practices as

Jews adapt to their surroundings

Jewish Customs
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I attend a Jewish day school or a religious school

I have had a Bar/Bat Mitzvah

I am the only Jewish person in my school

I attend Jewish summer camp

Others define me as Jewish

I define myself as Jewish

I belong to a Jewish youth group

Miscellaneous
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Salt and Pepper Shakers (On these, participants write thoughts & ideas

that were not represented in the premade slips)
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Annotated Bibliography

Elazar, Daniel Judah, and Peter Medding. Jewish Communities in Frontier Societies:

Argentina, Australia, and South Africa. New York: Holmes & Meier, 1983.

This book discusses how three different Jewish communities have adapted to life in the

frontier societies of Argentina, Australia, and South Africa. The authors provide

detailed insight as to how Jewish communities formed and functioned in these frontier

societies – origins, infrastructure, customs, etc.

Elkin, Judith Laikin. The Jews of Latin America. New York: Holmes & Meier, 1998.
This book discusses how Jews contributed to shaping Latin American society as a

whole. Elkin describes Jewish life in numerous lesser known Latin American countries,

but is particularly helpful in understanding the role that Jews played in Argentinian

society.

Gerchunoff, Alberto. The Jewish Gauchos of the Pampas. Trans. Prudencio De Pereda.

This book is a translated version of renowned Argentinian Jewish author Alberto Gerchunoff’s

seminal work, Los Gauchos Judios. Each chapter of the book is a vignette that illustrates Jewish

life in the Argentinian Pampas.

Katz, Nathan. Who Are the Jews of India? Berkeley: University of California, 2000.
This book is a study of the three unique Jewish communities of India: the Cochini, the

Bene Israel, and the Baghdadi Jews. Katz provides an in-depth look at each community,

studying their histories, traditions, folklore, anthropological and sociological data, as

well as their interactions with the surrounding Indian community. Additionally, the

book discusses the strategies each of the three communities have developed to become

part of the surrounding Indian culture while still maintaining distinctive Jewish

identities.

Mendes-Flohr, Paul R., and Jehuda Reinharz. The Jew in the Modern World: A Documentary

History. New York: Oxford UP, 1980.

This book is a compilation of primary source documents that trace the history of Jews

from the 17th century until 1948. The book provides important source material that

showcases Jewish life in Europe, Africa, America, and Palestine/Israel. Each document

is accompanied by extensive notes and annotations to provide a full understanding of

the context in which the document was written and received.
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Nathan, Joan. Jewish Cooking in America. New York: A. Knopf, 1994.
This cookbook is a compilation of recipes and stories. The book chronicles the history

of Jewish food in America. Each recipe is accompanied by a story or personal narrative

that helps the readers feel connected to the foods. Interwoven with these stories and

recipes are brief historical accounts of how Jewish life in America influenced what

came to be known as "Jewish American food."

Sachar, Howard Morley. The Course of Modern Jewish History. New York: Delta, 1977.
This book provides a detailed historical account of the Jews in the modern world, from

the 18th century until the end of the 20th century. This book reads like a textbook and is

exceptionally useful in understanding the historical context in which Jewish life existed

around the world.

Sholem, Aleichem. Selected Stories of Sholom Aleichem. Ed. Alfrd Katz. New York: Modern

Library, 1956.

This book is a collection of some of the most well-known short stories by acclaimed

author Sholom Aleichem. These stories showcase Eastern European Jewish life in the

19th century, and serve as the basis for many of the popular conceptions of shtetl life.

Slapak, Orpa. The Jews of India: A Story of Three Communities. Jerusalem: Israel Museum,

1995.

This book provides an illuminating glimpse into each of the three Indian Jewish

communities. Slapak provides vivid descriptions of cultural practices, unique religious

traditions, and daily life of the members of these communities. In addition, the book

provides wonderful photographs and prints of the artwork found among these Jewish

communities.

Wasserman, Tina. Entrée to Judaism: A Culinary Exploration of the Jewish Diaspora. New

York: URJ, 2010.

This cookbook is exactly what the title purports it to be, a culinary exploration of the

Jewish Diaspora. Wasserman provides insight on the cultural cuisine of Jewish

communities worldwide as she provides historical data as well as personal stories and

notes. This book illustrates Wasserman’s belief that food can serve as both memory-

keeper and storyteller.
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Websites

Unit 1: My Jewish Identity—Part 1

 The Tribe Video

http://www.jewishjournal.com/video/article/video_the_tribe_the_barbie_doll_and_

the_history_of_the_jewish_people_200809/

Unit 2: India

 New York Times Article

http://www.nytimes.com/2008/11/29/us/29religion.html?_r=1&sq=religion%20a

merican%20politics&st=cse

 Descriptions of suggested media tools

http://thwt.org/index.php/presentations-multimedia

 YouTube Clip—Malida Ceremony

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AjZhFAt2A2M

 Malida Ceremony Article and Recipe

http://asianjewishlife.org/images/issues/Issue8_Jan2012/PDFs/LoMein-to-

Laksa.pdf

Unit 3: Russia

 YouTube Clips—Fiddler on the Roof

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gRdfX7ut8gw

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6o2gISJYwQU

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AUGCpL8Qixw

Unit 4: Argentina

 YouTube Clip – West Side Story Clip

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=II2uaRmlQNg

 YouTube Clip—Entre Rios Jewish Community

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C1RmhiTFyqc&feature=related

http://www.jewishjournal.com/video/article/video_the_tribe_the_barbie_doll_and_the_history_of_the_jewish_people_200809/
http://www.jewishjournal.com/video/article/video_the_tribe_the_barbie_doll_and_the_history_of_the_jewish_people_200809/
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/11/29/us/29religion.html?_r=1&sq=religion%20american%20politics&st=cse
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/11/29/us/29religion.html?_r=1&sq=religion%20american%20politics&st=cse
http://thwt.org/index.php/presentations-multimedia
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AjZhFAt2A2M
http://asianjewishlife.org/images/issues/Issue8_Jan2012/PDFs/LoMein-to-Laksa.pdf
http://asianjewishlife.org/images/issues/Issue8_Jan2012/PDFs/LoMein-to-Laksa.pdf
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gRdfX7ut8gw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6o2gISJYwQU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AUGCpL8Qixw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=II2uaRmlQNg
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C1RmhiTFyqc&feature=related
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Unit 5: The United States of America

 History Resources

http://www.icsresources.org/content/curricula/HistoryOfJewsInAmerica.pdf

 Tablet Magazine “Unkosher” Article

http://www.tabletmag.com/jewish-life-and-religion/64115/unkosher/

 YouTube Clip—Dr. Quinn Medicine Woman

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yt3QvAimQFw

 YouTube Clip—The Nanny http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yn4oOIVgVZg

 YouTube Clip –Seinfeld

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JlPNp8gm3aI

 YouTube Clip –Seinfeld

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mV7m6IIN_tI

 YouTube Clip—Friends

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-m7W5O_ZGYA

 YouTube Clip—Curb Your Enthusiasm

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-m7W5O_ZGYA

 Freedom Seder Haggadah (Parts A and B)

http://www.theshalomcenter.org/sites/default/files/Freedom_Seder_1970A.pdf

http://www.theshalomcenter.org/sites/default/files/Freedom_Seder_1970B.pdf

Unit 6: My Jewish Identity—Part 2

 “Kimchee on a Seder Plate” Article

http://www.bjpa.org/Publications/details.cfm?PublicationID=6466

 Jewish Buffet Activity from Jewish Education Center of Cleveland
http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CFg
QFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Frjyouthworker.urj.org%2F_kd%2Fgo.cfm%3Fdestina
tion%3DShowItem%26Item_ID%3D1598&ei=wUKkT5alGqqhiQKx5PXtAg&usg=AF
QjCNFaxhwXnFTu5s-U8B0Z8ykmKboyPg

http://www.icsresources.org/content/curricula/HistoryOfJewsInAmerica.pdf
http://www.tabletmag.com/jewish-life-and-religion/64115/unkosher/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yt3QvAimQFw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yn4oOIVgVZg
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JlPNp8gm3aI
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mV7m6IIN_tI
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-m7W5O_ZGYA
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-m7W5O_ZGYA
http://www.theshalomcenter.org/sites/default/files/Freedom_Seder_1970A.pdf
http://www.theshalomcenter.org/sites/default/files/Freedom_Seder_1970B.pdf
http://www.bjpa.org/Publications/details.cfm?PublicationID=6466
http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CFgQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Frjyouthworker.urj.org%2F_kd%2Fgo.cfm%3Fdestination%3DShowItem%26Item_ID%3D1598&ei=wUKkT5alGqqhiQKx5PXtAg&usg=AFQjCNFaxhwXnFTu5s-U8B0Z8ykmKboyPg
http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CFgQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Frjyouthworker.urj.org%2F_kd%2Fgo.cfm%3Fdestination%3DShowItem%26Item_ID%3D1598&ei=wUKkT5alGqqhiQKx5PXtAg&usg=AFQjCNFaxhwXnFTu5s-U8B0Z8ykmKboyPg
http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CFgQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Frjyouthworker.urj.org%2F_kd%2Fgo.cfm%3Fdestination%3DShowItem%26Item_ID%3D1598&ei=wUKkT5alGqqhiQKx5PXtAg&usg=AFQjCNFaxhwXnFTu5s-U8B0Z8ykmKboyPg
http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CFgQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Frjyouthworker.urj.org%2F_kd%2Fgo.cfm%3Fdestination%3DShowItem%26Item_ID%3D1598&ei=wUKkT5alGqqhiQKx5PXtAg&usg=AFQjCNFaxhwXnFTu5s-U8B0Z8ykmKboyPg

