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Sholem Aleichem: Language and World Views of Male and Female

Gabriela Rozanski Spraragen

The contrast between male and female discourses reveals cssential dissimilarities that
Sholem Aleichem attributes to the world view of the two sexes. While Menakhem-Mendl
[1] clearly poses this conirontation between the universes of discourse via the epistolary
stvle, it is portrayed in Tevye Der Mylkhiker [2] through Tevye's monologues and
dialogical encounters between male and femaie characters.

The following examination of these speeches shall cast light upon muitiple aspects that

comprise the structuring pair male-female.
Menakhem Mendl and Sheyne-Sheyndl

The discourses of Shevne-Sheyndl and Menakhem-Mendl represent two opposite poles.
One of the main ways in which this polarity is expressed is by the use of the categories of
fcmale concreteness vs. male abstraction. Menakhem-Mendl's tendency to loffse himseif in
the abstract machinations of his own imagination is parailel to the insubstantial nature of
the market he pretends to be thriving in. Moreover, Mendl's;fctters exude a striking lack of
concreteness despite the profusion of detailed information often carrying specific names
and exact numbers that will ineu'mbly prove useless. This vague network developed

through his letters imitates the abstract nature of distances, relationships, procedures and

documents in the modern big world.
ﬁ,b.c;gngif,speech. on the contrary, seizes many torms of the concrete Shtet/ world she
lies in. Her demands for specifics and her distrust of Mendl's language follow the

sraomatism of her mother's “phiiosophical” credo that these two phrases condense

builliantly:
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A central indication of this concreteness is Shevndl's obsessive reference to th¢ body/ that

is the substance par excellence. Her letters often begin with references to body diseases:
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The real, imagined, or metaphoric quality of Sheyndl's discases does not annul their

sinificant role in the portrayal of the feminine world. Also the butt of Sheyndl's curses

tends to be the bodyv, or consists of some sort of corporal disease (for instance, y»m...”

NNTP AN, TN 0N w2 Amns) 71 ONP PIT PIR PPOIN).
is another realm that substantiates Sheyndl's attachment to the close and the
concrete. While in Sheyndl's letters, family or quasi-familial characters achieve a

consistent and individualized entity, in Mendl's world family figures progressively

disappear. Except for his uncle portrayed at the very beginning of Mendl's adventures, the
A WAL
narration that follows only mentions family members s v and entially; moreover,

they appear mostly in post-scriptum paragraphs or in fixed formulas, and generally not
providing additional information to the reader but rather repeating what Sheyndl had

pieviously discussed.  Furthermore, as time passes, Mendl becomes increasingly
unresponsive to his wife's concerns and even to the rage that she pours out on him. In
contrast to Sheyndl who carefully smashes each of Mendl's words without missing an issue.
he just comments upon her sharp sayings with the phrase "You are wrong" and ignoring
her fury.

Sheyndl's limited parameters of space (home and Shtetl) and time (religious) are challenged

when faced with the public spaces of big cities (cafes, streets, offices, trains) and their

secular time. The only defense she has is the atemporal framework of her family models,

as voiced in these examples:
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The gap between the world views is furthermore emphasized by the ditferent categories
used by each gender. For Sheyndl ail humanity could be classified in these few groups:

TYTWTPP/YORD-YORD AN DN D082/ . Unlike the familial categories

of Shevndl's Shtetil experience. the bombastic impersonal categories that appear in
Mendl's letters mostly refer to the new characters in modern cities: businessmen, brokers,
spcculators, writers. Even to speak about his new experiences, Mendl is forced to use
foreign language. The language of the market is not Yiddish but foreign. Foreign words,
SIUND WYY D127 Y TNn oyeyr to Shevndl's ears, are used in the shaky, unpredictible

and unstable world of the market:
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Many grammatical devices reinforce Mendi's sense of impersonality and anonymity.
U'nlike Sheyndl's quotes that always carrv a signature and a source behind the words

('mmx owar), Mendl's language is marked by impersonality like in yn 00y yn 0N Y1/

nyNTN2 and the use of the plural is verv common, like in YN N2 ,DYTR PR TTIX NV
MDPNN PN )IY DNRLLLLYPIEIND PR TN K2 WO PR The impersonal phrases
like 7DYTX PN TTNIN N2 LNt ¥0 01y that attempt in vain to delude individual responsibilities.
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(The contrast between personalization and anonvmity /is also developed around the

of both worlds: on the one hand, the caring g'milus hesed; on the other, the

mercenary pawn shop ("Tondon”, letter XI), and the bank, the offices, the newspaper

office. Mendl thus finds refuge in the anonymous winds of the market as expressed in his

‘common phrase "02MWM2 TN TN N Statements like the following exhibit Mendl's

comtfort in an imagined shared fate lacking personal impnints:




UEYTIY2 DOINL,DDIN2 IR X PN, IV UPYI0MDNIN,ONIYS T Wt JOINOMIYIY YT
(20 W2 MNTINGY) DDINT TIN TN DIN,LIORPYIIN IR WINT Y0INOMYIYY

(2 My nr) 02N PIN TR N LU0V WP TING PYN DWOPYN T,

(1801 #9wn-Dow-Drowr) PTYI0N IV YT VP IVHDR PR |

Sheyndl's elaborate speech reveals her rejection of abstraction also by extensively

developing the body of language. Sheyndl's language acquires the solid entity of

sprachfolklore, much richer than Mendl's. Her speech is spicy and colorful while Mendl's
RS iA,

simpler style is replete with cliches like the following:
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In contrast with his overused similes, Sheyndl inserts popular yet more sophisticated

comparisons, such as in this example:
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She possesses much broader vocabulary and uses synonyms from different linguistic
sources like (2 a1 rqyvvexsm MWDy woywyy vononr . Mendl seeks

assertiveness through simple repetition while he tries to give the impression that he is a man

of action. For instance
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In his attempt to show that he is in charge of his situation, Mendl simuitaneously reveals

that he has less control over language than his counterpart.

To further develop the contrast between the two characters, other oppositions that

complete the scene shouid be mentioned. In addition to the pairs inside/outside, Shtetl
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city-big world, personal space/public space. familiaritv/impersonality-anonymity, concrete
body/abstraction-vacuum, the contrast between Sheyndl and Mendl is also set in terms of
It is clear that while Sheyndl almost never leaves home both physically and
within her universe of discourse, Mendl has no home and is continuailv vacillating
physically and in all endeavors. But the most interesting aspect of the contrast between
oscillation and stagnation is the form it adopts n the realm ot Sheyndl's language. While

her speech is dominated by the fixed framework of her mother's statements and

philosophy, the unique case of movement within Sheyndl's letters is the rumor initiated by
her sister-in-law about Mendl's trip to America. {'n Y972, Tyo»axg”). It is significant that
the content of a rumor is by definition a deformed speech that repeats itseif and
progressively degenerates. Still, #he rumor is the only] Mimpemsl that makes

her move out of her house and this seems to be the extent to which there is change in her

world.

‘Levve and his Women

In Tevye Der Mylkhiker differences between female and male characters -de not only

e j
become clear through the nature of their discourse/ but moreover Tevve addresses this
matter directly in his speech. The main dissimilarity between the sexes according to

Tevye's expressions is of an intellectual character. He uses numerous examples to support

his view on the intellectual weakness of women and especiaily, of his wite Golde:
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This argument of inferior intellect is often alluded to by the comparison of women with
cows or animals. It is ironicallv settled by the misconstrued interpretation of the Biblical
verse: T PR - THNM 20N PT IR - T T - ARR DIV DYVY TN WT PR W

(2747 oINn) 12T In the case of Golde. the disparaging remarks are
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straightforward:
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When speaking about his daughters, Tevye softens his speech. In the cases of Chava and
l‘s%tl he keeps the woman-animal analogy: the interchangeability between Tsaytl and a
cow is alluded to in Tevye's negotiations with Leyzer-Wolf: and with regard to Chava, even
though she is also referred to as a "beast, the cxpression "n'onN1" at the same time

portrays Tevye's mixed feelings of closeness, protection, love, and sorrow
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The only woman that receives Tevve's intellectual respect is Hodl. This positive regard for
Hodl's mind is expressed as boldly as his disdain for Golde's. Tevye himself declares, he 1s
no woman: when he wants to say something, he does. For instance, when Hodl challenges

her father's interpretation of the hen and duckling story. Tevye proudly acknowledges:
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Tevye's intellectual supremacy over women is ultimately supported by the wealth of his
speech, that is incomparable to that of any other male or female character in the story.
However, female speeches confirm some of Tevye's theories about femininity: to be a
woman according to his declaration is to be impatient, have quick anger, cry, and keep

silent when they have something to say. Conversely, all of Tevve's sons-in-law speak

straightforwardly presenting their demands and defending their viespoints in speeches that

are much longer than those of female. Chava and Shprintze certainly opt for silence rather

than having lengthy discussions with their father. As a matter of fact all the women except
-
Hodl crv at some point in their dialogues. This tear-jerking trick works on Tevve. he seems

unable to deny anvthing to a crying woman. Moreover, with the cxception of Hodl



women play the victim and make threats. In a displav of dramatism, Tsavil tells her father:
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And with increasing emotion. Chava begs:

DN TN AN TOY2 X!V 1"( DD 1 PY LOYN IT 2N, 12INRVY TN "\'C‘ JONY,,"
!
(296 1% rane) ML AYORI-YOND N9

As discourse is the best descriptive device in Tevye Der Milkhiker. the individuality of the
female characters is manifest by their direct speech. Golde's language reveals her
simplicity, pragmatism, her concern for a livelihood. and together with Shevne-Shevndl,
both are superstitious (the two women dream of Bobe Tsaytl!) and reject abstract ideas.
Golde's down-to-carth personality is condensed in her answer to Tevye's attachment to

textual sources:
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An interesting intellectual difference l?etwecn Tevye's daughters arises [rom a comparison
of their speeches, with regard to form and content. Hodl faces her father immediately
when she sees him: she speaks detianty mﬁ?ﬁlral about the feeiings shared by Fefer|and
herself and she appears to be totally in chz;rge of her speech. measuring cach word. In

control of her emotions, Hodl's dialogue with Tevye is the longest of any male-icmale

cxchange in the text. Although the sirongest ideoiogical statements are voiced by Fefer|

Hodl herself expresses rationales in supports of her behavior. But Chava. situated between

{.c more eloquent Hodl and the terse Shprintze, is_the only onc who opposes Tevye's

"(extual world” bringing up another text, Gorki's. Insofar as Tevye's world view is

supported and expressed by traditional texts, Chava's mention of an alternative text 1s quite
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doring,

Shprintze's talk is the least ideological: unlike her sisters. she does not make general
statements of any sort and her speech refers cxclusively to Ahron. And the fate of
shprintze's relationship with Ahron is defined bv three males, Ahronchik, his uncle and

Tevve.
Sheyne-Sheyndl and Tevye

In these two works by Sholem Alcichem the richest discourses are by far those of TeWe
and Sheyndl. It is their linguistic weaith that turns them into the most interesting
characters. The richness of their ianguage 1s basicaily supported by the use of quotations.
In both cases this strategy of quoting sources is an exclusive feature of these characters and

they use it in a strikingly profuse manner. Furthermore, the story-lines emphasize an idea

suggested on the linguistic levei: that Tevve and Sheyndi arilhﬁm‘foldcrs ot traditional
A

values against the modern mores introduced by the daughters and Mendl.

‘The following pungent phrases exemplify Tevve's ironic strategy that he uses to cope with
disillusionment and to face problematic situations. For instance. forced to accept Tsavil's
decision about Levzer-Woif, Tevye adds to his surrender this ironic coroilary:
DNTIN R YOIIN-7¥2 K TWOU 10701 19K WP Y900 IWOIRY DT, PRINT , DIWWRL DY
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When Tevve found Hodl and Feter lving together on the grass, irony mediates his impuises
triggered by the uncomfortable scene:
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| iumor is the other way through which Tevve manages to cope with reality. He makes the

following humorous remark instead of directly expressing deep disappointment about his



prospective son-in-law:
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The nitimate sign of Tevve's linouistic uniqueness is his use of traditionai sources. While
women do not quote anv authority at all but rather reter to their urgent earthly needs. and
1lodl quotes ideology but not Jewish tradition, Tevve finds in the text of tradition as a
whole a framework to interpret realitv. to cope with it and to find consolation when the old
iorms seemed to be crumbling.
In order to cope with Hodl's departure to Siberia after Fefer] the atheist stand of the
couple's socialist ideology notwithstanding, Tevye puts his daughter’s behavior and his own
sorrow in a Biblical framework:

VYLV NN WPINT WT PNON,TIPN LD IT IR YN WOIRD , PRINT DNR VT PR,

DINY PN, PNINT L VHOND-YORD 29V X DN, PRIANT , PYIR LU - _mm 3207 0 s a V%)Y
Q77 o) L TIPATN YT PR XYY 1 02 DO g NDD no‘vg W PN PYNIR Y

Ini a similar wav Tevye prepares himself to narrate the painful disgrace of Chava’s behavior:
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“ind only communal rituals and old familiar words enable Tevve to face the pain caused by
("hava:
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}sut tradition also provides Tevve with material to contront daily and less dramatic issues,
4 shown bv this ironically humorous interpretation of the Biblical verse adorned with a

play on words (7...J1720 1L N0 X UINNY O ON...):
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°‘Icvndl makes a similar use of quotations aithough she obviously reports “to another

source, her mother. Like Tevye, Sheyndl brings the authoritative statements within her

discourse without ever challenging them.KWhile Tevve's sacred texts serve him in his quest

for comfort bv enabling him to imagine a more predictible reaiitv. the rules of Shevndl's
mother exude bitterness and inexorable pessimism. Unlike the comtforting and soothing
effect of Tevve's quotations. the credo ot Sheyndl's mother serves to further inflame her
reactions.

Shevndl's speech includes the quotations based on more or less fixed paradigms.
According to one model, Sheyndl tells the story and seis the case, and finally uses her

mother's saying as its prooftext. For example:

,,  YDND 2T LANT 1N J2INRVUYI DR OIT NN, DY APINN DNT 2NN X ONNYY O R
Cn AP Y aNar) I ITIVOND-IN WD) X DIN

1
YN IN,DON TP UDIZN YD DN, DYTX PR TON NI YOINT WU N IND DNT DN DX N
(Viwal Unyﬁmwf,, @’1 DIRY M DX Tt LD NINN2K 7 ORI D YN W bz;t ONRVUYY LDV
NI RTINS VLUIYORN DN XD IR

The quote is also used in order to provide advice. When Sheyndl has to feign calmness

before her neighbors despite her bitter situation, she claims to follow her mother's saying

(7P, Ty ANSt) VY TNT NS OT PN PR P N/
With regard to Brayndl's preference for local charlatans, this scandal is settled by her
mother's advice:
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[n a second model that coniextualizes the quotations, Sheyndl quotes her mother and then

proceeds with the story that proves how the tacts confirm and therefore legitimize the

opening authoritative statement. ["or instance:
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An additional example of the second model opens Sheyndl's story about the rumor of

Menakhem-Menal leaving tor America that her sister-in-law spread widely:
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There is one distinctive cffect of Sheyndl's speech that differenuates it from Tevye's
language of quotations. While Tevye's sources are casily identifiable as such, sometimes
Sheyndl's speech and her mother's get mixed and confused: so much so that it becomes
hard to identify whose voice it is.

T'he two voices of mother and daughter seem to intermix when Sheyndl refers to Mendl in
the third person. In those phrases the effect of the reading is that Shevndl is either talking

to her mother about her husband, or quoting her mother talking about her son-in-law, or

talking to herself in her mother's voice which Sheyndl had internalized and appropriated.
These examples attempt to recreate women's discourse in any of the variations mentioned:
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in contrast, Tevve makes a point of distinguishing his own speech from the venerated ver]
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arces and furthermore indulges in cchoing the voice of tradition to legitimize his own. /

{

5,(,1‘ f feren e

Lonciusion

These two works by Sholem Aleichem have similar themes and textual strategies. Mendl's

unsuccessful jobs spell out the three subject matters of Menakhem-Mendl: market



(irader), language (writer) and relationships, between male-female and families
(aatchmaker). Tevye Der Mvlkhiker deals with similar issues: the impact of the big,
modern world, the ability of language to expiain reality and to reach understanding with
opposite world views, and the crisis of human reiationships.

'I'he most interesting aspect with regard to the issue of language is that the most elaborate
“haracters in both works achieve this rank not mainiy because of the story line (especially
Shevndl, whose life is far less boring than Mendl's) but through their linguistic
development.  Sheyndl and Tevve's common strategy of mediating reality through texts
reveals their need for a reliable and stable framework in the face of threats to the insulated
world of the Shteri. They use the artillery of language to detend their endangered fortress.
I'he gimmicks of a language of quotations point to increasing tension between the new and
the old world.

A language of quotations that stands for the traditional reassuring world proves successtul
only in the literary reaim, providing highly sophisticated and enjoyable speech. However,
Sholem Aleichem seems to suggest, and may have foreseen, the ultimate inefficiency of

this strategy: except for the readers. the %oldcrs of tradition are eventually left without

Herioeutors.
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